V':^iDuci^ 


:\Ducij 


L^PUCIj 


11^  6 


/ 1 - 


:iouc>< 


;^L>UCl'f^ 


■>UUCt.! 


■^ZiVCI^ 


cjyc?^;2k 


:ioucf< 


■ DUCfj 


:iDucij 


HDUCti 


•'V'  ^’  .■. 


r.ReeiMHONJ*! 


o 


♦ 


V . 


< 


I 


. A 


-4 


I 


< 


;V' 


X , • 


i « 


►.  * 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 
in  2017  with  funding  from 
Wellcome  Library 


https://archive.org/details/b28990298 


THE 


TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


H novel 


BY 

SURGEON-MAJOR  H M.  GREENHOW 

AUTHOR  OF 

‘ Brenda’s  experiment,’  ‘the  bow  of  fate,’  etc. 


LONDON 

RICHARD  BENTLEY  AND  SON 

I3ublisher0  in  dDrbinnrp  to  ^)er  JEnjests  the  OSneen 

1896 

[AH  rights  reserved  \ 


mncmi  wsrrruTE  1 

LIBRARY 

Col{. 

welTROmec 

Call 

No. 

(aOUxA  / 

r. . • 1 

1 Ay  .y..  . . 

/U^«L^ 

CONTENTS 


CHAPTER  PAGE 

I.  IN  THE  ZENANA  .....  1 

II.  THE  SECRET  CONCLAVE  . . . . 23 

III.  A POLITICAL  AGENT  ....  35 

IV.  ‘two’s  company — three’s  NONE  ^ . . 50 

V.  A RESCUE  . . . . . .66 

VI.  THE  REHEARSAL  . . . . .79 

VII.  MOTHER  AND  DAUGHTER  . . . .93 

VIII.  GATHERING  CLOUDS  ....  110 

IX.  SUSPICIONS  .....  126 

X.  THE  PRISONER  IN  THE  TOWER  . . . 136 

XI.  THE  MYSTERIOUS  MESSENGER  . . . 155 

XII.  AN  AFGHAN  WOMAN’S  LOVE  . . .168 

XIII.  AN  AFGHAN  WOMAN’S  HATE  . . .190 

XIV.  HEERA  LALL  .....  200 

. 215 


XV.  THE  FIRST  ACTION 


VI 


CONTENTS 


CHAPTER 

PAGE 

XVI. 

USIIRUPF  ALI 

. 231 

XVII. 

THE  PIT  OP  GIIILZAN 

. 243 

XVIII. 

A PARTING 

. 271 

XIX. 

THE  ASSAULT 

. 278 

XX. 

WITHIN  AN  ACE  . 

. 292 

XXI. 

PRISONERS  ... 

. 308 

XXII. 

THE  LAST  RIDE — AND  AFTER 

. 323 

THE  TOWER  OE  GHILZAN 


CHAPTEH  I. 

IN  THE  ZENANA. 

‘ Has  he  come  ? Is  he  here  V demanded 
impatiently  the  Lady  Shah  Jehan,  as  her 
attendant  entered  the  chamber  and  carefully 
and  closely  drew  down  the  purdah  over  the 
doorway. 

Moni  held  up  her  finger  in  sign  of  warning. 

‘ Woman/  cried  her  young  mistress,  ' am  I 
the  wife  of  Mahomed  Shah  Khan,  yet  you 
dare  refuse  to  answer  me  ? Speak,  hussy,  or 
I will  have  your  tongue  torn  out  of  your  ugly 
mouth  by  its  roots  !’ 

‘ Ravisher  of  hearts  !’  exclaimed  Moni, 
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startled  by  this  extreme  impatience,  ‘ he  is 
now  approaching  the  castle — that  is,  if  you 
mean  the  Feringhi  officer.  Stanhope  Sahib.’ 

‘ Whom  else  should  I mean,  you  wretch  V 
continued  the  lady,  eyeing  her  maid  closely 
and  with  suspicion.  ‘ It’s  ridiculous  of  you 
to  affect  ignorance  of  my  feelings  towards 
him  since  that  day  last  week  when  he  came 
to  my  husband’s  durbar,  and  I saw  him 
clearly  from  my  balcony,  and  first  heard  the 
delicious  music  of  his  voice.’ 

Moni  wisely  bowed  her  head,  hut  gave  no 
reply. 

‘ Yes,  you  know  my  secret ; how  could  I 
keep  it  from  you  ?’  continued  the  impatient 
lady,  speaking  under  her  breath,  and  flashing 
her  brilliant  eyes  on  the  trembling  attendant, 
while  her  fingers  eagerly  sought  the  hand- 
mirror  that  she  so  frequently  consulted. 

Still  the  maid  kept  her  counsel,  showing 
therein  a discreetness  utterly  foreign  to  her 
mistress  s impetuosity,  and,  bending  down, 
presented  to  her  the  little  glass  which  lay  on 
the  divan  beneath  the  window. 
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The  contemplation  of  her  own  reflection 
seemed  to  soothe  the  irritation  of  the  Afghan 
girl,  and  a sweet  smile  relaxed  her  lips,  dis- 
closing behind  their  ruby  portals  her  beauti- 
ful little  teeth.  Her  face  was  a perfect 
oval,  and  in  the  centre  of  her  brow  was  set  a 
diamond  of  great  price,  the  only  other  orna- 
ments she  wore  being  stones  of  a correspond- 
ing value,  which  glistened  in  her  delicate 
ears. 

‘ Oh  that  I could  meet  him,’  she  mur- 
mured, ‘ and  tell  him  how  I love  him  !’ 

The  maid  moved  uneasily,  and  glanced  out 
of  the  window. 

‘ Inshallah  !’  cried  Shah  Jehan,  ‘ he  must 
be  near  by  this  time : is  he  not,  Moni  ? Hark ! 
I hear  the  clatter  of  the  horse’s  feet.’ 

She  rose  hastily  from  her  couch,  and  rushed 
to  the  latticed  casement,  whence  she  could 
look  across  the  broad  valley,  at  the  head  of 
which  stood  her  husband’s  fortress  of  Ghilzan. 
In  that  mountain  land  the  estates  of  this 
Barukzye  chief  spread  far  and  wide,  com- 
prising many  miles  of  barren  rock  and  desert 
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waste,  while  close  at  hand  the  green  and 
fertile  tract,  watered  by  its  little  river,  and 
surrounded  on  all  sides  by  the  snowy  hills, 
whose  heights  rose  precipitously  above  it, 
formed  a charming  contrast  to  the  general 
sterility  of  the  region.  Here  and  there 
groups  of  chenar,  and  plum,  and  mulberry 
trees  bordered  the  stream,  or  were  dotted 
over  the  plain,  marking  where  the  villages 
stood,  with  their  defensible  houses,  many  of 
them  little  forts  in  themselves  ; and  near  by, 
just  below  the  lofty  window  of  Shah  Jehan’s 
apartment,  lay  the  little  town  of  Ghilzan, 
clustering  round  the  base  of  the  hill  on  which 
stood  the  well-known  fortress  of  Mahomed 
Shah  Khan. 

There  was  yet  one  feature  more  in  the 
landscape  which  must  not  be  omitted,  for  it 
was  no  other  than  the  little  cantonment  of 
the  British  troops  which  had  been  established 
in  the  valley  now  for  a considerable  time,  and 
which,  lying  at  a distance  of  some  two  miles 
from  Ghilzan,  exercised  a salutary  effect  in 
keeping  quiet  the  turbulent  Afghans,  many 
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of  whom  were  intensely  ill  disposed  towards 
the  reigning  Sudozye  Prince,  incessantly 
plotting  against  him  and  the  foreign  power 
that  had  replaced  him  on  the  throne  of  his 
fathers.  The  English  had,  as  is  their  fashion, 
made  themselves  very  much  at  home  in  these 
northern  quarters,  and  their  cantonment 
could  show  as  regular  roads,  as  comfortable 
houses,  and  even  the  promise  of  as  pretty 
gardens,  as  were  to  be  found  in  the  old-estab- 
lished provinces  of  India. 

They  had  their  sports,  too,  in  the  proper 
season.  They  played  cricket ; they  held 
races  on  the  flat  in  the  open  plain  ; they 
astonished  their  Afghan  neighbours  by  con- 
structing a stiff  steeplechase  course  over  the 
fields  and  dykes  and  irrigation  channels  that 
were  available  on  every  hand,  and  then 
showed  their  prowess  by  riding  their  horses 
in  undeniable  fashion  over  the  obstacles  they 
had  with  so  much  care  constructed.  They 
fished  the  streams  ; they  shot  the  duck  and 
snipe  on  the  lake  and  the  swamps  during  the 
autumn  months  ; and  when  the  winter  came 
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they  astonished  their  Afghan  friends  by  the 
feats  they  performed  on  their  skates  over 
the  surface  of  the  ice,  the  figures  they 
cut,  the  quadrilles  they  glided  gracefully 
through,  the  edges,  the  circles,  the  turns, 
the  loops,  the  combinations,  they  skilfully 
executed.  The  people  of  the  valley,  and  the 
Chief  of  Ghilzan  himself,  marvelled  at  this 
particular  accomplishment  of  the  Feringhis 
more  than  at  any  other  of  the  manly  sports 
they  saw  practised.  It  seemed  to  exceed  in 
dexterity  even  the  bringing:  down  of  a bird 
while  on  the  wing,  or  the  dexterous  hooking 
of  a fish  as  it  rose  to  the  fly. 

Of  all  those  who  engaged  in  these  athletic 
pursuits  there  was  none  who  rode  harder, 
who  made  bigger  scores  with  his  bat,  who 
was  a safer  shot,  or  a more  elegant  skater, 
than  Arthur  Stanhope,  the  young  officer  who 
was  in  political  charge  of  this  district,  and 
whose  abilities  had  brought  him  to  the  front 
in  that  time  of  difficulty  and  danger.  At 
first  his  knowledge  — acquired  after  hard 
study — of  the  languages  of  Northern  India 
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and  of  Afghanistan,  had  made  him  a reputa- 
tion ; and  then  his  diplomatic  address,  and 
admirable  powers  of  persuasion  and  gentle 
control,  had  proved,  in  many  a contest  of 
wits  with  the  savage  people  he  was  sent  to 
guide,  his  capacity  for  the  most  delicate,  as 
well  as  the  most  weighty,  enterprises.  For 
such,  indeed,  he  seemed  designed  by  nature, 
his  clever,  good-natured  face,  his  soft  voice 
and  charming  manner,  never  failing  to  inspire 
confidence  in  those  who  came  within  his 
influence,  while  his  lithe  and  wiry  figure 
was  perfectly  fitted  to  excel  as  well  in 
active  exercises  as  in  the  profession  of 
arms  to  which  he  had  originally  been 
trained. 

It  was  this  man  with  whom  the  young 
wife  of  Mahomed  Shah  Khan  had  become 
infatuated.  Not  that  she  had  even  so  much 
as  exchanged  a single  word  with  him — that, 
indeed,  was  an  impossible  thing.  Nay,  he 
had  never  seen  her,  though  rumour  had 
spoken  to  him  of  her  as  the  most  beautiful 
girl  within  the  limits  of  Afghanistan.  All 
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that  had  happened  was  that,  from  behind  the 
purdah  in  her  gallery,  she  had  looked  down 
on  him  as  he  sat  in  her  husband’s  hall,  had 
listened  to  his  persuasive  tones,  -and  had 
marked  his  noble  and  gallant  bearing. 

And  iiQw  she  was  to  see  him  again  ; and, 
indeed,  even  as  she  gazed  from  the  window, 
the  little  party  of  horsemen  rode  into  the 
courtyard,  and,  quickly  dismounting,  entered 
the  castle. 

‘ There,  Moni !’  she  exclaimed  impatiently  ; 
' I must  not  lose  a moment,  for  my  lord 
expects  him,  I know.  So,  quick  with  my 
shawl — the  fine  Cashmere  one — and  conduct 
me  to  the  gallery  instantly.’ 

‘ Shall  the  other  women  join  us  V asked 
Moni,  ‘ or  will  your  Highness,  whose  word  is 
law  to  your  slave,  please  to  be  alone  ?’ 

‘Alone,  of  course,  miserable  creature.  Why 
ask  such  absurd  questions  ? Lead  on,  I say, 
or  it  will  be  the  worse  for  you  in  the  end.’ 

So  speaking,  Shah  Jehan  tapped  her  atten- 
dant impatiently  on  the  shoulder  with  her 
slipper,  and  the  latter,  knowing  Avell  what 
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severe  punishment  her  mistress  could  inflict 
with  that  little  instrument,  lost  not  a moment 
more  in  obeying  her. 

As  they  ^emerged  on  a sudden  into  the 
narrow  passage,  the  numerous  servants  stood 
salaaming  before  their  mistress,  and,  though 
one  or  two  guessed,  no  doubt,  in  some  measure 
the  reason  of  her  movement,  yet  no  sign 
escaped  them  of  surprise  or  wonder,  and, 
after  threading  rapidly  the  devious  ways  and 
the  final  staircase  that  led  to  her  place  of 
vantage,  Shah  Jehan  took  her  seat  in  the 
little  gallery  that  commanded  the  hall  of 
audience.  She  had  not  long  to  wait,  foi 
next  minute  her  husband  entered,  leading  by 
the  hand  the  handsome  Stanhope,  while  a 
throng  of  Afghans,  adherents  of  Mahomed 
Shah,  followed,  presently  ranging  themselves 
in  a semicircle  behind  the  chairs  of  the 
Barukzye  chief  and  his  visitor,  whose  escoit 
had  been  left  outside. 

After  salutations  and  inquiries  respecting 
each  others  health  had  been  exchanged, 
Stanhope  commenced  the  real  business  of  the 
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day  by  asking  what  news  Mahomed  Shah 
had  to  impart  to  him. 

‘ For  I know,’  he  said,  ‘ your  Highness  has 
had  letters  this  morning  from  Caubul,  and  it 
is  necessary  for  me  to  be  made  aware  of 
everything  that  happens  there.’ 

The  Afghan,  a big  heavy  man  of  over  forty 
years,  with  a wall-eye,  and  a cruel-looking 
hooked  nose  which  ^ave  him  somewhat  the 
appearance  of  a bird  of  prey,  drew  himself  up 
with  a jerk. 

‘ Does  your  Honour,’  he  asked  with  a 
cunning  glance,  ‘ not  have  your  dak  also  ? 
How  is  it,  then,  you  come  to  me  for  news  V 

'We  are  friends,’  spoke  out  the  Agent,  in 
tones  which  reached  up  to  the  corner  where 
Shah  Jehan  and  her  maid  were  sitting  ; 
‘ friends  and  allies — are  we  not,  Sirdar  ?’ 

‘ Ay,  ay  ; that  is  true  — true  enough,’ 
answered  the  other,  looking  round  for  the 
approval  of  his  followers. 

'Yes,  we  are  all  friends  here,’  they  echoed, 
touching  their  foreheads  as  if  to  add  force  to 
their  words. 
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' Well,  then,  why  not  show  this  token  of 
your  friendship— give  me  the  tidings  that 

have  just  come  to  you  V 

Shah  Jehan  turned  to  her  attendant  in  the 

gallery. 

' What  news — what  tidings  can  he  mean, 
Moni  V she  whispered  in  a trembling  voice. 

‘ W^e  have  heard  nothing,  have  we  ? 

‘ No,  Protector  of  the  poor,  nothing— that 
is,  nothing  of  any  importance  so  far  as 

‘ There,  enough,  wench ! stop  your  tongue!’ 
murmured  the  impatient  girl,  leaning  forward 
to  catch  the  next  words  from  below. 

One  must  he  careful  in  such  times  as 
these,’  spoke  the  Afghan  chief  in  so  low  a 
tone  as  to  reach  only  the  ears  of  the  atten- 
tive Stanhope.  ‘ It  is  known  but  to  Allah 
what  will  happen  in  the  future.  He  alone  is 

Great.’ 

‘ Of  course,  your  Highness  is  wise — as 
usual,’  returned  the  young  Englishman,  struck 
with  the  other’s  cautious  manner;  ‘and  I 
would  suggest— for  is  not  that  your  meaning? 
that  we  now  retire  and  have  a private  talk 
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in  your  inner  apartment,  freed  from  the 
presence  of  your  friends  here.’ 

The  Khan  looked  uneasily  round,  and  let  his 
eye  wander  for  a moment  towards  the  little 
nook  in  which  he  half  guessed  his  young  wife 
might  be  concealed  ; then,  rising  slowly,  he 
whispered  a few  words  into  the  ear  of  Meer 
Ushruff  Ali,  his  most  intimate  adviser  and 
secretary,  and  conducted  Stanhope  through  a 
doorway  at  the  end  of  the  hall  to  his  own 
special  set  of  private  rooms.  The  assembly 
gradually  melted  away,  not  before  strange 
rumours  had  begun  to  spread  of  impending 
troubles,  though,  nothing  being  known  for  cer- 
tain, on  that  very  account,  in  the  estimation  of 
many,  these  rumours  attained  an  importance 
altogether  out  of  proportion  to  the  facts  on 
which  they  rested. 

Shah  Jehiln,  deeply  disappointed  at  the 
turn  matters  had  taken,  returned  in  no  good 
humour  to  her  boudoir ; nor  did  the  unfor- 
tunate Moni’s  task  of  soothing  her  mistress 
during  the  ensuing  hours  prove  an  enviable 
one.  Towards  evening,  however,  a fresh 
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excitement  arose,  there  being  an  arrival  at 
the  castle  of  two  chiefs  of  importance,  who, 
it  appeared,  were  to  dine  and  stay  the  night, 
taking  their  departure  early  next  morning. 

‘ These  are  Barukzyes,  Moni,  and  have 
come  from  Caubul,’  said  the  lady,  as  the  last 
course  was  sent  in  to  the  little  party  after 
she  had  carefully  inspected  it. 

‘ Sun  of  women,  you  are  truly  right  in 
your  conjecture,’  replied  the  servant  with 
submission ; ‘ there  is  no  doubt  they  are 

great  personages.’ 

Her  mistress  laughed  scornfully. 

‘ Great  personages  indeed ! As  if  any 
Barukzye,  descended  as  they  are,  can  be  a 
great  personage.  ’ 

‘ Your  slave  does  not  pretend  to  judge — 
far  from  it,’  murmured  Moni  plaintively. 
‘ It’s  only  what  is  being  said  amongst  the 
servants  of  the  castle  ; and,  then,  our  own 
lord — well ’ 

She  stopped,  for  her  mistress’s  looks  had 
become  as  black  as  thunder,  and  she  broke 
in  hotly  and  vehemently  : 
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^ Wretch  ! To  remind  me  of  my  degrada- 
tion in  having  married  him-— I,  a Princess  of 
the  Sudozyes,  a daughter  of  the  Royal 
house  ! But  there  ! how  can  you  compre- 
hend the  political  necessity  there  was — the 
pressure  that  was  put  upon  me— the  benefits 
of  peace  and  good  understanding  my  sacrifice 
was  to  hriim  about  V 

Moni  looked  utterly  bewildered ; yet  Shah 
Jehan  continued  : 

‘ Do  you  suppose  I loved  this  man — that  I 
cared  a tittle  for  his  hideous  face  and  his  ill- 
gained  wealth — I a girl  of  eighteen,  he  a 
man  who  is  steeped  and  sodden  in  every  vice 
practised  by  the  Afghans  V 

Her  breath,  so  impatiently  did  she  pour 
out  her  words,  failed  her  for  a moment  ; then 
she  continued  : 

‘ No ; never  till  I saw  the  young  Feringhi, 
Stanhope  Sahib,  did  1 know  what  real  love 
can  be — never  before  have  I tasted  its  sweets 
— -never  before  felt  its  delicious  pain  !’ 

The  servant,  too  much  astonished  at  these 
confessions  to  do  more,  contented  herself 
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with  murmuring : ^ God  is  Great ! God  is 
Omnipotent  !’ 

‘He  is  gone/  pursued  Shah  Jehan  ; ‘but 
danger  follows  him,  and  even  now  the  arrow 
of  death  that  will  pierce  him  may  have  been 
shot  from  the  Bow  of  Fate.’ 

‘ Cherisher  of  the  poor,’  exclaimed  Moni, 
‘ speak  not  so,  I pray  you,  for  the  sahib  has 
ridden  back  in  safety  to  the  English  camp  ; 
you  yourself  saw  him  depart  after  his  inter- 
view^ with  my  lord.’ 

‘ True,  true,’  muttered  the  girl  in  a more 
satisfied  strain.  ‘ Moni,  you  really  do  me 
good,  though  you  are  such  a cold-blooded 
creature  ! Now,  there’s  something  strikes 
me  that  you  must  carry  through.  Yes,  I’ll 
make  it  safe  for  you — quite  safe — but  weVe 
no  time  to  lose — no,  not  a moment  !’ 

The  attendant  might  well  be  puzzled  at 
this  new  scheme  of  her  mistress,  but  she  only 
bowed  in  token  of  her  submission. 

‘ You  won’t  like  it,  perhaps,’  observed  Shah 
Jehan,  speaking  more  to  herself  than  to 
Moni  ; ‘ but  that’s  of  no  consequence  what- 
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ever.  It  must  be  done,  and  no  one  else  can 
be  trusted  to  do  it.’ 

A few  words  sufficed  to  explain  her  plan. 
Moni  was  to  dress  herself  as  a man,  conceal- 
ing, as  much  as  possible,  her  face  by  a puggri 
which  came  well  over  one  side  of  her  brow 
and  cheek  ; and  in  this  disguise  nothing 
would  be  easier  than  for  her  to  pass  as  an 
attendant  of  the  Sirdars,  who,  after  finishing 
their  supper  in  the  castle,  were  about  to  hold 
a secret  conclave  in  Mahomed  Shah’s  own 
apartment. 

' You  will  rapidly  pass  the  doorway,  and 
when  they  have  all  gone  in,  conceal  yourself 
in  that  dark  recess  at  the  end  of  the  passage, 
where  you  will  be  perfectly  safe  and  can  hear 
every  word  that  is  uttered  in  the  chamber. 
Do  you  understand,  Moni  V 

She  looked  eagerly  at  the  serving- woman, 
half  enjoying  the  scared  expression  on  the 
latter’s  face. 

' Eminent  in  rank  l’  ejaculated  the  poor 
creature,  with  difficulty,  at  last.  ' How  can 
I put  my  neck  into  this  noose,  and  escape  ? 
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Any  other  service  I will  perform,  but  to  go 
as  a man — to  be  found  out,  perhaps — to  be 
caught  listening  in  that  hole  you  speak  of !’ 

‘ Well,  ’tis  a choice  of  evils  for  you,’ 
laughed  the  mistress  in  her  hardest  tone  ; 

‘ for  if  you  refuse  I will  have  every  nail  you 
possess  torn  from  the  flesh  of  your  hands  and 
feet.  As  you  please,  then — as  you  please  !’ 

Moni  looked  in  Shah  Jehan’s  face,  but  read 
no  pity  there  ; on  the  contrary,  she  saw  only 
the  tightening  of  the  lips,  the  hard  glare  of 
the  eyes,  that  proved  the  danger  in  which  she 
stood  were  she  to  exasperate  the  tigress -like 
nature  of  the  Sudozye  girl. 

‘ And  if  they  discover  me,’  she  gasped  out 
at  last,  ‘ what  a fate  will  be  mine  ! Ah, 
spare  me,  spare  me.  Light  of  the  world  ! 
Think  what  misery  may  befall  me  if  1 
perform  your  Highness’s  behest  imperfectly — 
if  I-  if  thev ’ 

xJ 

' Hah,  hah  !’  laughed  the  lady  cynically. 
Wou  would  be  forthwith  boiled  in  oil,  or 
roasted  slowly  before  my  lord’s  fire  ; but, 
inshallah  ! if  you  don’t  obey  me  you  shall 
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lose  every  nail  from  those  pretty  hands  ot 
yours  within  the  next  half-hour.’ 

‘What  is  fated  is  fated,’  exclaimed  the 
miserable  girl,  seeing  absolutely  no  escape 
from  her  wretched  predicament.  ‘ I will 
make  the  attempt.  To  Allah  alone  is  it 
revealed  how  it  will  end,  for  He  only  is  All- 
seeing.  ’ 

‘ Quite  true — that’s  the  right  sj^irit,’  cried 
Shah  Jehan,  delighted  to  have  brought  about 
this  adventure.  ‘ There’s  a collection  of 
things  in  that  almirah,  with  some  among 
them  belonging  to  Feroze  Khan,  that 
wretched  cousin  of  mine.  Let  us  have  them 
all  out,  and  I’ll  soon  fit  you  with  the  proper 
disguise.’ 

Thus  adjured,  Moni  emptied  the  contents 
of  the  almirah  at  her  mistress’s  feet,  and 
watched  with  some  interest  while  she  sorted 
out  the  necessary  garments. 

‘ Pyjamas,  puttoo  coat,  scarlet  cummer- 
bund. There — those  are  all  right ! Now, 
will  you  have  a puggri  to  correspond  with  the 
cummerbund,  or  this  lovely  lemon-coloured 
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silk,  or  this  handsome  green  shawl  ? They 
are  every  one  of  them  at  your  service.’ 

Inwardly  groaning,  Moni  chose  the  scarlet, 
and  in  a couple  of  minutes  had  donned  the 
new  attire.  Then  her  mistress  laughingly 
removed  her  ear-rings. 

‘ I’ll  keep  them  safe  till  you  return,’  she 
cried,  ‘ and  if  any  accident  should  unfor- 
tunately happen,  and  you  by  chance  be 
boiled  or  roasted — well.  I’ll  keep  them  alto- 
ofether  !’ 

O 

She  enjoyed  the  joke  more  than  her  poor 
victim  did,  for  the  touch  of  covetousness  it 
displayed  seemed  to  Moni,  at  that  moment, 
peculiarly  cruel. 

‘ Upon  my  word,  a very  pretty  youth  !’ 
continued  Shah  Jehan,  looking  critically  at 
the  maid  as  she  stood  before  her.  ‘ Now  for 
your  moustache — just  the  faintest  in  the 
world,  marked  with  this  bit  of  burnt  cork. 
Perfect  indeed ! I could  fall  in  love  with 
you  myself  Hah,  hah  !’ 

But  Moni  did  not  smile  in  response  to  this 
sally. 
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‘ Come,  cheer  up,’  resumed  the  girl,  ‘ and 
put  a bold  face  on  it ! Ah,  that  reminds  me 
of  your  arms — you  must  have  them  to  defend 
yourself  with  in  case  of  a quarrel,  for  we 
Afghans  are  terribly  ready  to  cut  each  other’s 
throats,  you  know.’ 

This  seemed  more  than  ever  to  amuse  the 
mistress,  and  as  she  fastened  the  belt  of  the 
tulwar  she  had  opportunely  discovered  in  the 
wardrobe  round  her  maid’s  slender  form,  she 
laiio’hed  ao^ain  and  a^ain  at  the  comic  situa- 
tion  she  had  brought  about. 

' Now  for  your  dagger,’  she  persisted,  draw- 
ing forth  a beautiful  little  gold-inlaid  kuttilr  ; 
‘ this  is  just  the  thing,  anci  perfectly  suited 
to  your  delicate  hand — hah,  hah  ! With  that 
on  one  side  and  this  charming  little  pistol 
stuck  into  your  cummerbund  on  the  other, 
you  are  quite  complete,  and  may  defy  detec- 
tion anywhere  !’ 

It  was  not  certain  that  Moni  took  the  same 
view  of  the  situation,  but,  as  there  was  no 
choice  in  the  matter,  she  seemed  at  last  to 
make  up  her  mind  to  it,  suffering  her  toilet 
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to  be  finished  by  her  mistress,  who  finally 
put  into  her  hand  her  own  mirror,  that  she 
might  survey  herself  in  it. 

‘ Now,  just  look  ! Would  you  know  your- 
self in  that  attire  V she  asked,  laughing.  ‘ It 
makes  you  look  five  years  younger,  and,  oh, 
ever  so  much  handsomer  than  you  do  as  a 
girl,  Moni ! But  you  must  assume  the  swash- 
buckler air,  and  swagger  with  the  best  of 
them,  or  it  will  be  all  up  with  you.’ 

‘ Must  I V returned  she,  somewhat  reas- 
sured of  the  efficacy  of  her  disguise,  and 
touching  the  handle  of  her  tulwar  as  if  she 
would  draw  the  weapon  from  its  scabbard. 

‘ Capital !’  cried  the  delighted  Shah  Jehan; 

* that’s  the  action — that’s  the  true  touch  of 
insolence  that  our  budmashes  affect  ! Oh  ! 
I almost  long  to  go  with  you  and  see  how 
you  will  ruffle  it  with  them  ; only  remember 
you  have  to  bring  me  a true  and  full  and 
particular  account  of  my  lord’s  meeting  and 
all  that  passes  there,  especially  noting  any 
reference  that  may  be  made  to  Stanhope 
Sahib.’ 
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^ Have  I permission  to  depart,  then,  Be- 
loved of  the  stars,  if  indeed  I must  go  on 
this  dangerous  errand  V 

‘ Yes,  you  faint-hearted  creature ; be  off 
now,  and  recollect  your  safety  depends  en- 
tirely on  yourself.  Allah  will  protect  you  if 
you  act  up  to  your  character ; so  now,  having- 
kissed  my  hand,  depart.’ 

Thus,  graciously  jDermitting  the  salutation 
of  her  servant,  Shah  Jehan  allowed  her  to 
pass  out  on  her  hazardous  and  delicate 


mission. 
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CHAPTER  IL 

THE  SECRET  CONCEAL  E. 

The  chamber  in  which  sat  the  host,  Mahomed 
Shah  Khan,  and  his  friends,  was  not  a large 
one,  nor  did  the  single  oil-lamp  which  hung 
from  the  ceiling  give  more  light  than  was 
just  sufficient  to  enable  the  private  secretary, 
Meer  Ushruff  Ali,  to  decipher  the  letters 
which  had  come  from  Caubul,  and  to  make 
a short  note  of  the  conversation  that  took 
place.  The  two  Sirdars  were  eager  to  com- 
municate the  important  intelligence  they  had 
brought,  and  to  discuss  the  whole  situation 
with  their  fellow  - clansman,  and  no  time, 
therefore,  was  lost  in  preliminaries. 

‘ You  have  heard  how  the  English  are  pent 
up  in  their  cantonment  at  Caubul,'  began 


24 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


Shere  Khan,  the  elder  of  the  Sirdars,  ‘ and 
how  the  miserable  King  they  have  set  up 
dare  not  move  from  the  Bala  Hissar  there  V 

' Oh  yes ; I know  all  that,’  responded 
Mahomed  Shah.  ' The  Sudozyes,  though 
they  are  cousins  of  my  newest  wife,  are  a 
poor  race  of  men — worn  out,  and  altogether 
effete  and  useless.’ 

‘ And  Shah  Soojah  is  about  the  worst  of 
them,’  observed  Ameen-oolah  Khan  with  a 
sneer.  ‘ How  the  infidels  could  ever  expect 
such  a creature  as  that  to  keep  the  country 
together  is  a riddle  indeed  ; for  the  more  he 
is  supported  by  them,  the  more  he’s  bound 
to  be  detested  by  his  own  countrymen.’ 

‘ And  yet  I have  sworn  fealty  to  him — for 
a consideration,’  remarked  Mahomed  Shah 
(juietly.  ‘ But,  then,  that  was  natural 
enough,  being  as  I now  am  in  a manner  con- 
nected with  the  Sudozyes.’ 

‘ So  much  the  worse  for  the  Sudozyes,’ 
laughed  Ameen-oolah.  ‘ But  you  manage 
to  keep  Ghilzan  quiet,  and  get  in  the  revenue 
regularly,  I suppose  ?’ 
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‘ Trust  me  for  that,  my  friend,’  responded 
the  host.  ‘ W e are  here  a long  distance  from 
the  capital,  and  can  practise  gentle  compul- 
sion on  the  people  very  much  as  we  please  ; 
and,  indeed,  I will  venture  to  say  you  will 
meet  more  men  in  a day’s  ride  who  have  lost 
their  noses  or  their  ears  in  this  district  of 
Ghilzan  than  in  any  other  you  are  acquainted 
with.’ 

‘ Well,  well,’  interrupted  Shere  Khan  in  a 
grave  tone  ; ^ though  that  may  be  an  interest- 
ing fact,  we  have  come  to  tell  you,  in  the 
first  place,  that  the  Ghilzyes  have  revolted, 
for  as  soon  as  the  English  let  it  be  known 
their  subsidies  were  to  be  reduced,  they  brake 
away  in  a body  from  Caubul,  closed  the 
passes  towards  Hindostan,  robbed  valuable 
kafilas,  and  remained  in  a threatening  posi- 
tion commanding  the  road  to  Jellalabad.’ 

' I had  heard  something  of  this,’  said 
Mahomed  Shah,  passing  the  hookah  on  to  his 
guests,  ' and  even  that  the  Kohistanis,  the 
Momunds,  and  the  Kuzzilbashes,  were  join- 
ing in  the  revolt.  Of  course,  with  so  un- 
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popular  a King,  if  the  rewards  for  their  faith- 
fulness and  the  price  of  their  adhesion  are 
taken  away  from  the  tribes,  what  can  you 
expect  V 

‘ What  indeed  V muttered  Ameen-oolah 
scornfully.  ‘ Let  the  gold  cease  to  be  paid, 
and  those  who  have  been  the  receivers  of  it 
will  be  free  to  follow  their  own  purposes  ; 
that  is  but  the  Afehan  nature.’ 

‘ The  English  seem,  for  some  unaccountable 
reason,  unwilling  to  move  out  of  their 
cpiarters  into  the  field,’  continued  the  elder 
Sirdar,  ‘ and  the  insurrection  goes  on  un- 
checked in  consequence.  The  whole  city  is 
in  revolt,  and  the  Afghans  have  no  longer 
any  fear  or  respect  for  them.’ 

‘ The  do^s  !’  exclaimed  Mahomed  Shah — 

' the  cursed  do^^s  that  thev  are  !’ 

‘ Dogs  truly,  and  pigs  withal  !’  assented 
Ameen-oolah.  ‘ They  wanted  to  do  away 
with  slavery — one  of  our  most  cherished 
customs  ; but  even  their  own  King  that  they 
have  set  up  could  not  enforce  that.’ 

‘ By  Allah  !’  cried  Mahomed  Shah  angrily. . 
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' I suppose  they  would  desire  next  to  foist 
upon  us  their  own  religion  as  Kafirs — curse 
them  !’ 

‘ My  friends,’  interposed  the  elder  Sirdar, 
‘ let  us  keep  to  our  business  at  present. 
Since  Burnes  Sahib,  who  was  in  his  way  one 
of  the  ablest  men  among  our  enemies,  was 
murdered  in  his  garden,  it  has  been  plain 
affairs  were  going  badly  for  the  English  ; 
and,  now  the  principal  tribes  have  ceased  to 
truckle  to  Macnaufhten  Sahib,  things  are  about 
to  happen  which  will  cause  them  all  to  bite 
the  finger  of  repentance.’ 

‘ Hah,  hah !’  laughed  Ameen-oolah ; H know 
what  you  are  going  to  say  next  ; out  with  it, 
O most  wise  councillor.’ 

^ Yes,’  continued  Shere  Khan,  ‘ the  doom 
of  our  oppressors  is  fixed,  their  gold  and 
their  bayonets  will  now  be  alike  useless,  for 
Mahomed  Akbar  Khan,  the  son  of  our  old 
King  and  the  hope  of  the  Barukzyes,  has 
come  down  from  Turkistan  and  been 
received  with  delight  by  the  whole  Afghan 
people.’ 
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‘ Inshallah,  l)ut  this  is  good  news !’  cried 
Mahomed  Shah  in  delight.  ' Your  coming  in 
this  sudden  fashion  is  accounted  for  satis- 
factorily now,  and  1 must  consider  seriously 
the  game  it  is  necessary  for  me  to  play.’ 

‘ Even  as  we  left  Caubul  the  salutes  in 
honour  of  Dost  Mahomed’s  son  were  being 
fired,’  said  Shere  Khan,  ‘ and  all  the  principal 
chiefs  were  making  their  salaams  to  him.’ 

' He  will,  being  such  a brave  and  im- 
petuous soldier,  soon  avenge  the  wrongs  his 
father  and  family  have  sustained  at  the 
hands  of  the  English  dogs,’  broke  in  Ameen- 
oolah  ; ‘ he,  an  outcast  and  an  exile  from  his 
home  and  his  country,  will  tear  in  pieces  the 
web  of  craft  and  deceit  that  has  been  woven 
round  it  during  the  last  cursed  years  of 
Sudozye  supremacy.  Shabash,  say  I — 
sh  abash  !’ 

‘ And  yet,  remember  this,’  observed 
Mahomed  Shah  cautiously  : ‘ the  infidels  are 
in  great  strength,  both  at  Caubul  and  here, 
and  their  generals  are  clever  and  their  men 
brave.’ 
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‘ Never  fear  on  that  score/  exclaimed 
Ameen-oolah  hotly ; ‘ are  they  not  already 
disheartened  by  the  advent  of  this  avenger 
of  his  father  s wrongs  ? Do  you  think  the 
Kafirs  will  be  able  to  stand  against  this  fiery 
warrior  when  he  leads  his  thousands  of 
Ghazis  against  them — that  they  will  not 
tremble  for  their  women  and  children,  exposed 
as  they  will  be  to  the  keen  knives  and  the 
sharpened  lances  of  the  chosen  warriors  of 
the  Prophet  V 

There  was  a pause  for  a moment  after  this 
sally,  during  which  the  secretary,  Meer 
Ushruff  Ali,  looked  up  at  his  master  through 
the  pair  of  English  spectacles  without 
which  he  would  have  been  almost  entirely 
blind. 

‘ Have  I permission  to  speak  V he  asked. 

‘ Certainly,  Meer  Sahib,’  replied  Mahomed 
Shah  ; ‘ we  shall  be  pleased  to  hear  your 
impressions  of  this  new  phase  of  affairs.’ 

The  secretary  bowed. 

' With  the  utmost  submission,’  he  said,  ' I 
would  suggest  that  nothing  should  be  done 
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in  a hurry.  Let  winter,  with  its  terrible 
frost  and  snow,  now  just  beginning,  set  in  in 
earnest,  cutting  off  the  hated  Feringhis  from 
Hindostan  by  stopping  up  the  passes  ; then, 
having  meantime  kept  them  dilly-dallying 
here  by  friendly  promises  and  professions,  let 
us  intercept  their  supplies  and  starve  them 
out  like  rats  in  a hole,  or  if  they  agree  to 
trust  themselves  to  us — well,  it  is  not  for  me 
to  say  what  might  follow.’ 

‘ Inshallah,  you  speak  well  !’  exclaimed 
Mahomed  Shah.  ‘ But  that  he  always  does, 
I can  assure  you,’  he  added,  turning  to  the 
two  Sirdars  with  a smile,  and  taking  a long 
pull  at  the  liookah.  ' Few  better  or  more 
sagacious  councillors  than  that  quiet,  unpre- 
tending-looking secretary  of  mine.’ 

Tlie  other  two  lauofhed. 

' Your  Honours  will  understand  that  this 
wondei'ful  intelligence,  of  which  you  are  the 
bearers,  must  very  soon  become  known  to  the 
Captan  Stanhope  Sahib,  the  political  Agent 
here — there  can  be  no  doubt  of  that,’  pursued 
the  Meer  Sahib. 
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‘ Certainly,  certainly,’  agreed  Mahomed 
Shah.  ^ Allah  only  knows  when,  but  within  a 
day  or  two  the  sahib’s  spies  will  bring  it  him.’ 

‘ He  was  not  aware  of  it  this  morning,  you 
are  certain  of  that  V asked  Shere  Khan 
suspiciously,  looking  at  Ushrulf  Ali. 

‘ No,’  replied  the  latter  with  decision  ; ‘ 1 
understand  him  thoroughly,  and  should  have 
noticed  if  he  were  concealing  anything.  He 
is  transparent  as  glass,  but  not  so  hard ; 
therefore  it  is  easy  to  read  him  through  and 
through,  and  to  impose  upon  him.’ 

‘ Shabash,  but  you  are  a shrewd  fellow  !’ 
remarked  Ameen  - oolah  admiringly.  ‘ I 
wonder  what  Stanhope  Sahib  would  say  if  he 
heard  your  opinion  of  him.’ 

The  secretary  shrugged  his  shoulders. 

‘ The  sahib  ought  by  this  time  to  know 
something  of  the  Afghan  character,’  he 
observed  sagaciously,  ‘ seeing  how  long  he 
has  been  among  us  ; but  we  are  too  wily  for 
him,  I think,  and  when  we  profess  everlasting 
friendship  for  him  and  his  fellow- Christians, 
he  is  ffood  enough  to  believe  us.’ 

o O 
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‘We  shall  teach  him  a few  things  before 
we  have  done  with  him,’  said  Mahomed  Shah 
with  a leer — ‘ eh,  Meer  Sahib  ?’ 

‘ Truly,  my  lord,  it  will  be  necessary  to  do 
so,  and  your  slave  is  ready  for  the  work,’ 
assented  the  secretary,  bowing  gravely. 

‘ Set  your  minds  at  rest,  then,  my  brothers, 
on  this  matter.  It  may  be  that  laimours  of 
strange  things  may  reach  you  from  here,  but 
in  that  case  be  not  surprised,  for  your  cause 
is  our  cause,  aiid  it  could  not  be  in  more 
determined  and  more  friendly  hands.’ 

The  host  looked  at  his  o-uests  with  a well- 

O 

satisfied  air,  and  the  Sirdars  smiled  pleasantly 
in  return. 

‘ We  shall  report  most  favourably  of 
matters  here  when  we  next  see  our  Prince,’ 
said  Shere  Khan,  rising  as  if  to  terminate 
the  sitting.  ‘ You  have,  it  seems  to  me,  the 
English  in  your  hand,  and  only  need  to  wait 
a Avdiile  before  closing  it  upon  them,  so  as  to 
crush  them  utterly.  Is  it  not  so  ?’ 

‘ It  is  so,  my  brother ; you  have  said  it,’ 
responded  Mahomed  Shah.  ‘ We  mean  them 
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no  special  evil,  God  knows ; but  they  are 
infidels,  who  deny  the  Prophet ; they  have 
set  up  a dynasty  we  detest,  supported  by 
their  arms  and  their  gold  ; they  have  settled 
down  in  our  country,  and  made  themselves 
masters  of  its  mountains  and  valleys  as 
though  they  were  their  own — nay,  they  have, 
in  some  instances,  torn  from  us  the  affection 
and  devotion  of  our  wives  and  of  our 
daughters/ 

Frowning  savagely,  he  ceased  a moment, 
amid  the  murmured  assent  of  his  auditors. 

‘ Is  this  nothing  T he  asked,  touching  the 
handle  of  the  dagger  in  his  belt  with  signifi- 
cance. ‘ I ask  you,  are  we  to  hear  these 
things  for  ever  V 

His  answer  was  a muttered  curse  from 
Ameen-oolah  Khan,  while  the  elder  Sirdar 
moved  his  head  slowly  in  agreement  with  his 
more  hot-headed  companion. 

‘ There  is  one  thing,  my  honoured  friends 
and  brothers',  that  an  Afghan  never  tires  of 
waiting  for — that,  like  a beast  of  prey,  he  in 
anticipation  licks  his  chops  over  and  feasts 
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Upon.  Such  a repast  is  before  us  now  ; such 
a sweet  revenge  for  all  our  wrongs  is  all  but 
within  our  grasp.  Allah  and  His  holy 
Proi^het  be  praised  for  it ! It  is  fated  to 
happen,  and  it  will  happen.’ 

' Inshallah  !’  burst  forth  the  impetuous 
Ameen-oolah ; ‘ our  host  has  well  spoken. 

These  infidels  shall  be  swept  off  the  earth 
like  chaff.  N ot  a soul  of  them  shall  be  left 
alive  !’ 

‘ God  only  is  great ; God  only  is  all-power- 
ful,’ murmured  Shere  Khan,  counting  his 
beads  as  he  moved  towards  the  door.  ^ He 
knows  all  things.  We  live  by  His  favour: 
by  His  favour  our  enemies  will  be  cast 
down.’ 

It  was  time  for  the  conference  to  end, 
seeing  how  early  the  departure  of  the  guests 
was  to  take  place  the  following  morning. 
The  sun  had  not  yet  risen,  indeed,  when, 
bidding  Mahomed  Shah  Khan  a heartv  fare- 
well,  they  quietly  rode  out  from  his  fortress, 
down  the  valley  and  through  the  little 
cantonment  of  Ghilzan. 
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CHAPTER  III. 

A POLITICAL  AGENT. 

Meep  Ushpuff  Ali  was  right.  It  was  not 
long  ere  Arthur  Stanhope  received  the  serious 
news  of  Akbar  Khan’s  having  assumed,  at 
Caubul,  the  direction  of  the  movement  against 
Shah  Soojah  and  his  English  supporters. 

On  the  morning  that  saw  the  departure  of 
the  two  Barukzye  Sirdars  from  Ghilzan,  the 
young  political  Agent  found  on  his  table, 
when  he  came  in  to  breakfast,  a larger  dak 
than  usual.  Letters  there  ^were,  both  public 
and  private,  from  the  provinces  of  India,  a 
huge  envelope  from  the  Envoy  at  Caubul, 
several  epistles  from  his  native  friends  at  the 
same  city,  and  a note  or  two  that  had  not 
come  by  the  post  at  all,  but  had  been 
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delivered,  as  his  servant  declared,  by  private 
hand. 

He  hastily  took  up  one  of  these  and  tore  it 
open. 

‘ The  Colonel  Sahib’s  orderly  brought  that 
chithi,’  observed  the  man  Mahinood,  with  a 
twinkle  in  his  eye,  but  a perfectly  grave  and 
decorous  face. 

‘ Does  he  wait  for  an  answer  V asked  the 
master,  glancing  hastily  over  the  page. 

‘ No,  sahib.  ’Tis  an  hour  since  it  came, 
and  more.’ 

‘ Very  good.  I shall  not  be  at  home  to- 
day at  tiffin.’ 

‘ I guessed  as  much,’  muttered  the  man  to 
himself ; ‘ for  he  never  can  decline  an  invita- 
tion to  the  Colonel  Sahib’s,  where  he  is  sure 
to  meet  the  Missy-barbt^.’2c»4Ju^ 

Mahmood  was  not  far  wrong,  which, 
indeed,  was  not  surprising,  seeing  how  well 
he  knew  his  master  and  his  habits  and  in- 
clinations. 

The  note,  which  was  but  a short  one, 
thus  : 


ran 
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‘ Thursday. 

' Dear  Captain  Stanhope, 

‘ If  you  have  no  better  engagement, 
will  you  come  to  tiffin  with  us  to-day  ? I 
want  you  to  see  some  of  Ethel’s  latest 
sketches.  We  only  expect  Mr.  Dash  wood  in 
addition  to  ourselves. 

* Yours  very  sincerely, 

‘ Georgina  Crksswell. 

‘ Ethel’s  latest  sketches  ’!  Yes,  he  wanted 
to  see  them ; but  only  because  in  doing  so  he 
would  see  Ethel  Cresswell  herself.  Evidently  , 
too,  her  mother  desired  that  he  should  do 
this,  and,  indeed,  it  had  for  some  time  been 
apparent  to  him  that  Mrs.  Cresswell  favoured 
his  suit  with  the  girl,  and  would  be  delighted 
to  have  him  for  a son-in-law.  For  what 
reason,  then,  did  he  seem  troubled  even  while 
deciding  to  accept  the  invitation  ? 

‘ Confound  Dashwood  !’  he  exclaimed  below 
his  breath.  ' ‘ Why  should  they  spoil  the 
thing  by  asking  him  ? A very  good  fellow  ; 
but — but — too  fond  of  Ethel  by  far.  And 
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just  when  I had  made  up  my  mind  at  the 

first  023portunity Why,  what’s  this?  A 

letter  directed  in  Persian,  and — pah  ! — per- 
fumed, and  tied  with  a silk  string  ! What 
can  it  mean  V 

‘ That,’  observed  his  servant,  who  was 
still  hovering  near,  ‘ was  delivered  by  a 
messenger  who  did  not  wait  an  instant,  and 
I was  to  be  sure  it  reached  vour  Honour’s 
own  hand,  for  it  was  of  the  utmost  import- 
ance.’ 

‘ All  right,  Mahmood  ; leave  me  now. 
Breakfast  is  all  on  the  table,  isn’t  it  ?’ 

‘ Certainly,  my  lord  ; everything  is  here 
and  the  man  withdrew,  wondering  much  at 
his  master’s  sudden  immersion  in  the  last 
epistle,  and  at  his  own  unwonted  and  sudden 
dismissal. 

Arthur  Stanhope,  being  a good  Persian 
scholar,  after  a little  trouble  deciphered  the 
letter  perfectly  ; yet  even  then  the  per- 
plexity his  perusal  of  it  brought  him  was 
only  stronger  than  it  had  been  at  first,  and 
he  sat  for  a minute  or  two  back  in  his  chair, 
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vainly  forming  conjectures  as  to  its  meaning 
and  writer. 

Briefly,  this  was  what  it  contained  : 

' To  the  most  powerful  Stanhope  Sahib,  at 
Cantonments. 

‘ In  the  name  of  God  the  All-seeing. 

^ One  who  is  your  warmest  well-wisher 
desires  to  warn  you  that  you  are  surrounded 
by  danger  of  the  most  imminent  kind,  that 
secret  plotting  is  going  on,  that  those  whom 
you  deem  friends  are  waiting  only  their 
opportunity  to  cut  you  off  and  destroy  you, 
and  that  no  Feringhi,  man,  woman,  or  child, 
will  escape. 

‘ When  your  time  of  trial  comes,  there  is 
one  friend,  dearest  sahib,  who  can  save  you, 
and  who  will  make  any  sacrifice  if  in  this 
matter  you  are  wise  and  submissive. 

' Seek  not  to  discover  who  it  is,  for  God 
Himself  will  reveal  it  to  you  in  His  own  good 
time. 

‘ To  whom,  the  only  Merciful  and  Compas- 
sionate One,  be  prayer  and  praise.’ 
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‘ Pooh !’  he  murmured  at  last  ; ' it’s  an 
attempt  to  play  upon  my  fears,  and  perhaps 
mislead  me — really  not  worth  considering  for 
a moment.’ 

He  poured  out  his  tea  and  helped  himself 
to  a cutlet  ; but  somehow  he  could  not 
avoid  reverting  to  the  letter  at  his  elbow. 

' Who  can  my  well-wisher  be,  whom  I 
have  not  seen  V he  involuntarily  asked  him- 
self. ‘ I should  have  thought  I knew  every- 
body at  Ghilzaii,  and  at  any  rate  every  person 
of  any  importance  or  power,  or  who  could  be 
of  use  in  a difficulty.’ 

He  stopped  eating  a moment,  for  there 
was  certainly  an  unusual  stir  going  on  in  the 
stable  department  of  the  compound,  as  if  some 
arrival  had  taken  place. 

But  Arthur  concluded  it  was  nothing,  and 
continued  to  pursue  his  train  of  thought. 

‘ “ Danger  and  secret  plotting  going  on” — 
well,  there’s  nothing  much  in  that;  of  course. 
I’m  quite  aware  of  it  all.  But  as  to  no  one  of 
us  escaping — that’s  nonsense  indeed  !’ 

He  took  another  cutlet,  but  still  seemed 
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unable  to  separate  his  thoughts  from  the 
Persian  letter. 

‘ “ Time  of  trial,”  ’ he  repeated  slowly, 
below  his  breath  ; ‘ what  in  the  world  does 
that  mean — what  time  of  trial  can  there 
be  V 

There  was  no  opportunity  for  considera- 
tion, as  Mahmood,  entering  suddenly,  an- 
nounced the  arrival  of  a special  messenger 
from  Caubul,  bringing  news  of  importance. 

‘ Admit  him  instantly,  of  course,  Mahmood, 
though  it  doesn’t  seem  as  if  I were  ever  to 
get  through  my  breakfast  in  peace.’ 

Grinning,  the  man  introduced  a wild-look- 
ing fellow,  with  thick  and  matted  hair,  who, 
running  forward,  prostrated  himself  before 
the  Agent,  to  whom  he  was  well  known  as 
one  that  he  had  for  some  time  past  employed 
to  bring  intelligence  from  distant  parts.  His 
dress  seemed  travel-stained  and  worn,  and  it 
was  apparent  that  in  performing  his  long 
journey  through  the  rough  passes  he  had  not 
spared  himself  by  resting  on  the  way. 

‘ Salaam  !’  responded  the  young  officer  gra- 
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ciously,  signing  to  him  to  rise.  ‘ You  have 
brought  information  for  me  ; have  you 
any  letter  to  show,  or  was  it  thought 
safer ’ 

Before  he  could  end  the  sentence,  the 
fellow  had  risen  and  was  plunging  his  hands 
into  the  thickest  masses  of  his  hair,  whence 
he  presently  extracted  a minute  roll  of  paper, 
which,  with  a deep  obeisance,  he  delivered  to 
his  employer. 

‘ Good  !’  cried  the  latter,  as  he  quickly 
unrolled  the  little  scroll.  ‘ Take  him  and 
treat  him  well,  Mahmood  ; he  needs  rest  and 
a good  meal,  after  which  I will  see  him 
again.’ 

As  the  two  passed  out,  Arthur  Stanhope 
took  up  the  greasy  bit  of  paper  and 
attempted  to  decipher  it.  Written  partly  in 
Latin,  partly  in  Greek,  he  presently  trans- 
lated it  thus  : 

‘ Akbar  Khan,  son  of  Dost  Mahomed,  has 
appeared  against  us.  We  are  negotiating, 
but  the  terms  he  proposes  are  too  humiliating 
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to  agree  to.  Meantime  food-supplies  have 
nearly  come  to  an  end ; we  have  only  a week’s 
provisions  left,  and  may  have  to  capitulate. 
Can  you  help  us  ? If  so,  it  must  be  quickly. 
Consult  Cress  well.  29  th.’ 

This  was  news  indeed  ! Akbar  Khan  on 
the  scene,  fighting  for  his  father’s  throne  ; 
the  English  negotiating  ; food  running  short, 
and  help  asked  for  ! 

Arthur  swallowed  the  rest  of  his  breakfast 
almost  at  a gulp,  called  for  his  horse,  and, 
gathering  together  the  letters  he  had  not  yet 
opened,  cantered  off  to  Colonel  Cresswelfs 
quarters  at  the  other  end  of  the  cantonment. 

‘ Yes,  the  Colonel  Sahib  was  at  home,’  the 
servant  said.  ‘ Would  the  sahib  dismount 
and  come  into  his  office-room  V 

The  commander  of  the  little  force  which 
garrisoned  the  isolated  position  of  Ghilzan 
was  a tall,  soldierly-looking  man,  severe  in 
matters  of  discipline,  though  of  the  kindest 
nature,  independent  in  his  own  judgment, 
though  always  ready  to  hear  the  opinions  of 
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those  who  differed  from  him  ; in  the  field 
calm  and  tenacious,  brave  as  a lion,  and 
never  acknowledging  defeat  at  the  hands  of 
an  enemy. 

‘ Good-morning,  Stanhope  ; you  are  early 
— at  least,  for  tiffin,  when  we  hope  to  see 
you,  I believe,’  was  his  greeting,  heartily 
spoken. 

' Yes,  sir  ; I shall  be  happy  to  come  later 
on  for  that  purpose,  but  meantime  can  you 
kindly  give  your  attention  to  that  V placing 
on  the  table  before  Colonel  Cresswell  the 
scrap  of  writing  Avhose  import  was  so 
serious. 

‘ It’s  a very  nasty-looking  love-letter — if  it 
be  a love-letter,’  protested  the  Colonel  with 
a smile  ; ‘ but  ’ — seeing  the  other’s  grave 

face — ‘ I’m  afraid  it’s  nothing  so  pleasant  as 
that.’ 

‘ Indeed  it  is  not,’  replied  the  younger 
man  ; ‘ but  I will  translate  it  to  you,  and  you 
will  judge  for  yourself,  sir.’ 

It  was  easy  to  see  the  impression  produced 
on  his  auditor  as  Arthur  slowly  read  out 
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each  item  of  intelligence  from  that  dirty 
scrap  of  paper. 

‘ Serious  indeed,’  he  exclaimed,  ‘ if  true. 
Stanhope  1 Can  you  depend  on  your  mes- 
senger V 

‘ Oh,  absolutely.  He  has  long  served  me, 
and  knows  his  own  interest  too  well  to 
deceive.  Besides,  this  could  have  been  com- 
posed by  no  native,  and  is  without  doubt 
from  CaubuL’ 

‘ You’re  right,  of  course,’  returned  the 
Colonel  quickly — ‘ unquestionably  right  ; so 
let  us  consider  the  matter  as  calmly  as  we 
can.’ 

‘ Well,’  said  the  Agent,  ' Akbar  Khan’s 
presence  in  the  held  makes  matters  terribly 
difficult  for  us  ; indeed,  all  the  Barukzyes 
will  declare  against  us  for  certain,  as  well  as 
many  of  the  other  tribes.’ 

‘ And  our  chief  here  is  a Barukzye ; we 
must  remember  that,’  observed  the  Colonel 
quietly. 

‘ Yes,  of  course,  and  the  circumstance 
makes  our  position  most  precarious.’ 
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‘ Quite  true,  Stanhope — quite  true.  But  I 
don’t  understand  a force  like  that  taking  to 
“negotiating,”  as  the  letter  puts  it.’ 

‘ I thought  you  would  wonder  at  that,  sir,’ 
answered  the  younger  man,  ‘ and  certainly  it 
seems  almost  incomprehensible.’ 

‘ With  some  five  thousand  fighting  men — 
why,  it’s  absurd  on  the  face  of  it,  I tell 
you  !’ 

‘ I’m  inclined  to  believe  it,  nevertheless,’ 
continued  Arthur  gravely.  ‘ You  see,  their 
food  has  run  short,  and,  as  there  must  be 
some  fifteen  or  sixteen  thousand  mouths  to 
feed,  including  the  camp-followers,  that  is  a 
terrible  consideration.’ 

The  Colonel  shook  liis  head. 

' They  lost  the  whole  of  their  commissariat 
stores  of  grain,  and  all  necessaries  for  the 
sick  and  wounded,  when  they  abandoned  the 
forts  in  which  these  had  been  collected ; you 
remember  our  hearing  that  only  the  other 
(lay  V 

' Madness,  Stanhope  ! utter  madness,  I 
call  it !’ 
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‘ That  may  be,  sir ; but  if  they  have  been 
powerless  to  induce  the  people  to  bring  in 

fresh  supplies  ; if- ■’ 

' Powerless  !’  interrujDted  the  Colonel,  ' a 
British  force  of  five  thousand  men  power- 
less r 


‘Well,  that  appears  to  be  the  case;  for, 
you  see,  the  question  of  “ capitulation  ” is 
mentioned,’  Arthur  ventured  to  put  in. 

‘ Surprising  and  disgraceful  beyond 
measure !’  exclaimed  the  Colonel ; ‘ and  I 

can  hardly  credit  it.’ 

‘ Still,  it’s  plain  enough  ; and,  then,  they 
would  be  glad  of  help  from  us  ! I don’t 
know  what  you  will  say  to  that,  but  our 
little  force  here  may — there’s  no  knowing- — 
have  trouble  in  holding  its  own  after  a time, 
especially  were  any  misfortune  to  hajopen  at 
Caubul,  and  therefore ’ 

‘ Certainly,  Stanhope,  you  speak  my  own 
thoughts  entirely,  for  I could  never,  in 
justice  to  ourselves,  consent  to  weaken  my 
command  here,  isolated  as  we  are,  and 
having  to  deal  with  one  of  the  most  acute 
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and  treacherous  of  these  Sirdars,  by  detach- 
ing a single  company.’ 

‘ Quite  so,  Colonel ; I am  glad  you  take 
that  view — very  glad/ 

‘ Write,  therefore,  and  express  my  great 
regret  I cannot  sanction  any  forward  move 
from  here,  and  add  we  have  quite  enough 
to  do  to  hold  our  own.  Will  your  messenger 
be  returning  immediately  V 

' He  must  rest  a few  hours,’  replied  Arthur ; 
' but  this  evenino-  I shall  start  him  off  aofain, 
carrying  our  reply.’ 

‘ Very  good ; then,  we  shall  see  you  at 
lunch,  1 hope  ? Two  o’clock  sharp,  you 
know.’ 

' Thank  you,  sir ; I was  going  to  write  to 
Mrs.  Cresswell  presently.’ 

' No  need  for  that  ; I’ll  tell  her  and  save 
you  the  trouble,  for  you’ve  lots  to  do  if  you’re 
going  to  answer  all  those  letters  you  have 
there.’ 

Stanhope  laughed. 

‘ They  do  look  portentous,  don’t  they  ?’  he 
said.  ' I see  this  from  Caubul  is  of  deep 
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interest,  and  I will  bring  it  back  with  me  in 
the  afternoon  for  you  to  read.  Now  I must 
be  off.’ 

As  he  rose  to  go  he  remembered  the  myste- 
rious little  Persian  letter  that  had  so  puzzled 
him  that  morning,  and  for  an  instant  thought 
of  showing  it  to  Colonel  Cresswell  ; but, 
after  a moment’s  consideration,  he  rejected 
the  idea. 

‘ He  could  hardly  help  me  in  the  matter, 
and  might  misinterpret  it  in  some  way,’  he 
concluded.  ‘ No,  on  the  whole  I’ll  keep  it  to 
myself.’ 

And  so,  wishing  the  Colonel  good-morning, 
he  cantered  off. 
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CHAPTER  IV. 

‘ two’s  company — three’s  none.’ 

‘ So  youVe  put  on  your  new  dress,  have  you, 
Ethel  V said  Mrs.  Cress  well,  as  her  daughter 
entered  the  room  shortly  before  lunch-time 
on  that  same  afternoon. 

‘ Yes,  mother  ; you  won’t  object,  will  you  V 
replied  the  girl,  standing  in  the  middle  of  the 
floor  a moment  as  if  to  let  the  elder  lady 
thoroughly  take  in  the  effect.  ‘ You  see,  it’s 
what  I’m  to  wear  in  our  new  piece,  and  as 
the  two  who  are  to  act  with  me  are  comine' 
to  tiffin,  I thought  they  might  like  to  see  it 
and  get  accustomed  to  it.’ 

‘ A very  fair  excuse  for  wearing  a very 
pretty  frock,’  cried  the  Colonel,  glancing 
admiringly  at  his  charming  daughter,  as  he 


51 


^ TWO'S  COMPANY— THREE^S  NONE’ 

caught  the  last  words  she  was  saying  on  his 

entering  the  room.  ‘ What’s  the  piece  called, 
Ethel  ?’ 

Two’s  Company — Three’s  None,”  father 
dear,  responded  the  girl,  looking  up  at  him 
lovingly. 

' Hah,  hah  ! A capital  title,  and  I hope 
you  know  your  part  well,  my  child,’  he  said, 
stroking  her  cheek  caressingly  as  she  leaned 
against  him. 

‘ Well,  I hope  I do,’  answered  she  with  a 
sigh ; ‘ IVe  taken  any  amount  of  trouble 
about  it,  and  Mr.  Dashwood  and  I have 
rehearsed  our  long  scene  for  hours  together.’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell  moved  uneasily  in  her 
chair. 

‘That’s  what  I don’t  like  about  it,’  she 
remarked  with  emphasis.  ‘ Ethel  is  far  too 
much  taken  up  with  Mr.  Dashwood,  while 
the  rehearsals  with  Captain  Stanhope  always 
seem  so  short.’ 

The  Colonel  looked  at  the  girl  for  'an 
explanation. 

‘Of  course,  dear  mother,’  responded  the 


52 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


latter,  ^ there  are  very  good  reasons  for  that. 
In  the  first  place,  Mr.  Dashwood  and  I are 
the  lovers,  and  have  really  the  principal  parts 
to  sustain.’ 

‘ Umph  !’  exclaimed  Mrs.  Cresswell,  giving 
her  husband  a meaning  glance.  ‘ And  that’s 
just  what  I object  to.  A mere  subaltern, 
indeed  !’ 

‘ If  you  would  only  understand  !’  pleaded 
Ethel.  ‘We  have  to  distribute  the  parts  to 
those  best  suited  for  them,  and,  as  Mr.  Dash- 
wood  is  really  admirable  as  the  young  and 
self-sacrificing  wooer,  while  Captain  Stanhope 
does  his  jealous  friend  to  the  life,  why,  the 
manager  was  not  in  doubt  for  a moment  as  to 
the  cast.’ 

‘ I dare  say  not ; but  I think  he  should 
have  consulted  your  father  and  me  first,’ 
returned  Mrs.  Cresswell  with  some  warmth. 

‘ Now,  if  Captain  Stanhope  had  been  the 
lover ’ 

‘ Really,  mother,’  broke  in  Ethel,  looking 
very  uncomfortable,  ‘ I don’t  believe,  when 
you  come  to  see  the  piece,  you  will  consider 
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the  characters  badly  allotted  ; in  fact,  I have 
been  told  we  all  act  as  if  we  were  made  for 
them.’ 

The  Colonel  laughed  good-humouredly. 

‘ My  darling,’  he  said,  ‘ that’s  just  the 
fault  your  mother  finds  ; your  parts  are  too 
well  suited  to  you  !’ 

‘ But,’  protested  Ethel  earnestly,  ‘ ’tis 
what  we  all  desired — naturally ; and,  after 
all,  it’s  only  acting,  you  know,  mother. 
Besides,  you  speak  of  Mr.  Dashwood’s  being 
but  a subaltern,  but  what  was  father,  I 
wonder,  when  you  married  him  ?’ 

‘ Bravo,  my  own  daughter  1’  cried  the 
Colonel,  intensely  amused  at  this  sally. 

‘ Quite  right  to  carry  the  war  into  the 
enemy’s  country  in  your  own  defence  ; you’re 
a true  chip  of  the  old  block.’ 

‘ Charles,  how  can  you  V exclaimed  Mrs. 
Cresswell  in  some  annoyance,  which  was 
perhaps  natural  under  the  circumstances, 
for  she  knew  how  partial  her  husband  was 
to  Stanhope,  and  how  he  really  agreed  with 
her  in  hoping  that  the  young  political  officer, 
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with  his  excellent  prospects,  might  make  a 
match  of  it  with  their  daughter. 

‘ Dashwood  Sahib !’  announced  the  bearer 
solemnly  ; and  there  entered  with  an  air  of 
alacrity  the  young  officer  who  had  been  the 
unwitting  cause  of  the  little  ruffle,  not  yet 
quite  dissipated,  on  the  surface  of  the  Cress- 
well  family. 

‘ How  do  you  do,  Mrs.  Cresswell — I hope 
I’m  not  late  V said  he  anxiously. 

Then  he  turned  to  the  Colonel  and  Ethel, 
and  greeted  them. 

‘ Oh  no,  Dashwood  ; it’s  only  just  two,’ 
answered  the  former  cheerily,  ‘ and  Stanhope 
is  not  yet  here.’ 

‘ Ah,  he  is  not  much  behind,’  exclaimed 
Mrs.  Cresswell.  ‘ I never  knew  Captain 
Stanhope  late  for  anything  ;’  and  she  held 
out  her  hand  most  graciously  to  the  person 
named. 

‘ I should  be  sorry  to  forfeit  your  good 
opinion  in  anything,’  responded  the  polite 
Arthur  ; ‘ and  to  keep  you  waiting  in  your 
own  house  would  be  indeed  unpardonable.’ 
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‘ A most  politic  speech/  observed  the 
Colonel,  smiling,  ‘ and  just  what  I should 
have  expected  from  our  friend.’ 

‘ Tiffin  mez  pur  hai,’  exclaimed  the  khan- 
samah,  with  a low  salaam. 

‘ Then  please  take  Mrs.  Cresswell  in,  will 
you.  Stanhope  ? And,  Dashwoodj  give  Ethel 
your  arm,  while  I bring  up  the  rear.’ 

The  meal  was  a merry  one,  the  conversa- 
tion naturally  turning  very  soon  upon  the 
dramatic  entertainment  so  shortly  to  come 
off. 

‘ You  are  all  perfect  in  your  parts,  I sup- 
pose ?’  inquired  the  Colonel  in  his  simplest 
manner.  ‘ Let’s  see.  Stanhope,  you’re  the 
lover,  are  you  not,  in  the  second  piece — 
with  Ethel,  I mean,  and ’ 

‘ How  can  you,  father  ?’  murmured  the 
girl,  blushing  uncomfortably  and  touching 
his  arm,  for  she  sat  close  to  him  on  his 
right. 

‘ I,  Colonel !’  returned  the  young  political 
officer,  just  slightly  staggered  by  the  un- 
expected question.  ‘ No,  I wish— that  is, 
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they  thought,  I don’t  quite  know  why,  that 
Dashwood  was  more  suited  to  the  part, 
so  I’m  taking  the  other  character — the 
friend.’ 

‘ Too  bad,’  exclaimed  Mrs.  Cresswell  with 
real  warmth,  ‘ to  make  you  seem  disagree- 
able, as  I gather  it  does,  when  with  Ethel 
I’m  sure  you  would  have  acted  the — the 
lover  to  perfection.’ 

Arthur,  bowing,  looked  across  the  table 
at  Dashwood. 

^ Thank  you  for  the  compliment,’  he  said, 
smiling ; ‘ but  I feel  certain,  when  you  see 
our  friend  there  as  the  jeune  premier,  you 
will  acknowledge  his  ability  and  the  natural- 
ness of  his  style.’ 

Ethel’s  eyes  thanked  him  for  his  generosity 
in  so  speaking,  while  the  Colonel  and  his 
wife  both  turned  towards  Dashwood. 

‘ Ileally,’  cried  the  latter,  the  least  bit 
abashed  at  the  other’s  speech,  ‘ I feel  quite 
undeserving  of  such  praise,  and  only  hope 
you  won’t  be  disappointed  with  my  poor 
efforts  when  you  witness  them.’ 
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For  a moment  there  was  silence,  broken 
almost  immediately  by  Mrs.  Cresswell. 

‘ Ethel  is  wearing  the  dress  for  her  part 
in  ‘’Two’s  Company  — Three’s  None.”  I 
hope  you  think  it  will  do,  Captain  Stan- 
hope.’ 

The  young  officer,  glancing,  not  for  the 
first  time  at  the  girl  as  she  sat  beside 
Dashwood  on  the  other  side  of  the  table, 
could  not  help  noticing  how  very  pretty 
Ethel  looked,  and  how  particularly  well  the 
new  dress  suited  her.  Her  dark  auburn 
hair,  dressed  in  the  Greek  style,  displayed 
to  the  best  advantage  the  shape  of  her 
well-formed  head,  while  her  sweet  lips  and 
earnest  brown  eyes  lent  to  her  fair  young 
face  a perfectly  captivating  charm.  She 
had  a fresh  colour  in  her  cheeks,  which  at 
this  instant  was  heightened  by  the  attention 
her  mother  had  drawn  to  her ; but  it  was 
plain  from  his  reply  how  Arthur’s  natural 
delicacy  instinctively  imposed  upon  him  a 
care  not  to  increase  her  confusion. 

‘We  men,’  he  said,  speaking  as  it  were 
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generally,  ' really  hardly  know  what  con- 
stitutes the  dress  you  ladies  wear ; we  only 
judge  by  the  general  effect  it  produces,  and 
cannot  separate  in  our  minds  its  different 
elements,  far  less  ascribe  to  each  of  them 
its  own  special  value.’ 

‘Well  said.  Stanhope!’  exclaimed  the 
Colonel  : ‘ that’s  takino-  the  common-sense 
view  of  the  matter,  for  while  the  ladies 
pick  each  other  to  pieces  in  detail,  we  can 
but  receive  the  impression  of  themselves 
and  their  attire  as  a whole — and  as  a 
whole,  therefore,  you  must  look  at  Ethel 
now.  ’ 

It  occurred  to  Arthur  that  the  costume 
was  but  a small  part  of  the  fascinating 
picture  he  was  contemplating  on  the  chair 
next  the  Colonel,  but  he  hardly  cared  just 
then  to  give  expression  to  the  idea. 

‘ It’s  an  admirable  dress,  Mrs.  Cresswell,’ 
he  remarked  in  a tone  which  gratified  the 
elder  lady  intensely,  ‘ and  so  well  harmonizes 
with  your  daughter’s  part  that  it  cannot  fail 
to  help  her  to  a great  success.’ 
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‘ And  isn’t  next  Thursday  to  be  the  im- 
portant day  V asked  the  Colonel,  turning  to 
Dashwood  with  a somewhat  graver  air  than 
he  had  hitherto  maintained. 

‘ Yes,  sir,’  replied  the  young  fellow  ; ‘ and 
we  shall  not  be  sorry  when  it  arrives,  for 
if  you  are  wound  up  for  an  effort  of  any 
kind,  I always  think,  as  the  time  approaches 
for  it,  you  become  the  more  impatient  and 
anxious  to  get  it  over.’ 

‘ There’s  a great  deal  of  truth  in  what 
you  say,  Dashwood,’  rejoined  his  host  em- 
phatically, ‘ an  immense  deal  more  than  you 
have  any  idea  of’  Then  he  stopped,  and, 
looking  at  his  wife,  added  : ‘Yes,  my  dear, 
we’ll  just  have  a cheroot  before  joining  you 
and  Ethel  in  the  drawing-room.’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell  rose,  yet  somehow,  even  as 
she  and  the  girl  withdrew,  a shadow  as  of 
some  evil  impossible  to  define  seemed  to  fall 
upon  them,  and  Ethel  especially,  whose 
sympathy  with  her  father  was  particularly 
keen,  wondered  what  had  come  over  him 
that  had  induced  him  to  invest  Dashwood’s 
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lightly-spoken  words  with  so  deep  a signi- 
ficance as  he  seemed  to  place  upon  them. 

‘ There’s  something  wrong  with  father, 
though  he  was  so  cheerful  during  tiffin,’ 
she  remarked  as  she  sat  down  and  began 
turning  over  the  leaves  of  her  sketch-book. 

‘ Do  you  know  anything  about  it,  mother  ?’ 

‘ No,  Ethel ; he  has  told  me  nothing — that 
is,  nothing  of  any  importance,  though  of 
course  the  tribes  near  Caubul  cannot,  it 
seems,  just  now  be  depended  on,  and,  indeed, 
are  giving  some  trouble.’ 

‘ Ah,’  said  the  girl,  ‘I  guessed  it  was 
something  serious  ; and  now  I expect  they 
are  going  to  discuss  it  over  their  cigars,  and 
we  may  not  see  them  for  a long  time  to 
come.’ 

Nor  was  she  far  wrong,  for  nearly  an  hour 
passed  ere  the  gentlemen  appeared  in  the 
drawing-room,  looking  grave  and  preoccu- 
pied ; and  though  Stanhope  at  once  apolo- 
gized for  their  delay,  Mrs.  Cresswell  did  not 
care  altogether  to  conceal  her  annoyance 
at  it. 
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‘ Really,  Charles,  your  cheroots  must  have 
been  very  long  ones,’  she  remarked  with 
asperity,  ‘ to  detain  you  such  a time  in  the 
dining-room.’ 

‘They  were,  dear,’  replied  the  Colonel 
promptly ; ‘ but  I suppose  our  talk  stopped 
our  smoking — what  do  you  say.  Dash  wood  V 

‘ Well,  it  was  very  interesting,’  responded 
the  young  officer,  ‘ and,  really,  that  half-hour 
or  so  seemed  to  go  more  quickly  than  one 
could  have  thought  possible.’ 

In  saying  this  Dashwood  was  stretching  a 
point  by  just  a little,  for,  though  no  doubt 
what  he  had  heard  of  the  state  of  matters 
around  them  had  opened  his  eyes  in  a 
wonderful  manner  to  the  dangers  then 
threatening,  he  had  really  been  longing  to 
be  with  Ethel  all  the  afternoon,  and  had 
inwardly  cursed  the  fate  which  kept  him 
listening  to  evil  prognostications  and  antici- 
pations of  political  difficulties  and  dangers. 

And  now, . when  he  looked  round  for  the 
girl,  he  found  her  at  the  furthest  table,  closely 
engaged  with  Stanhope  in  explaining  the 
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dliBculties  she  had  had  with  her  sketches, 
and  in  getting  hints  from  him  as  to  her  faults 
of  execution  and  the  best  mode  of  correcting 
them.  Presently  they  went  out  into  the 
garden,  apparently  busily  discussing  the  most 
picturesque  point  of  view  from  which  to  take 
the  castle  and  its  surroundings,  and  then 
they  disappeared  finally  into  a shrubbery 
that  lay  at  the  end  of  the  grounds,  though 
whether  for  artistic  or  other  purposes  seemed 
altogether  doubtful.  So,  at  least,  it  appeared 
to  Dashwood,  who  became  intensely  fidgety, 
and  could  ill  conceal  his  uneasiness. 

Mrs.  Cresswell,  who  fancied  she  understood 
the  young  fellow’s  feelings,  in  vain  tried  to 
distivict  his  attention  ; and  even  the  Colonel 
failed  to  make  him  satisfied  and  happy. 

‘ I think  I must  be  going,’  he  said  at 
length,  looking  disconsolately  out  and  seeing 
no  trace  of  the  errant  couple.  ‘ Will  you 
say  good-bye  for  me  to  Miss  Cresswell,  and 
add  I shall  be  over  for  a rehearsal  to-morrow 
as  usual  ?’ 

‘ Of  course  I will,’  answered  his  hostess 
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pleasantly,  for  indeed  she,  like  the  young 
fellow  himself,  had  an  inward  conviction  that 
Arthur  Stanhope  was  at  that  very  time  put- 
ting to  Ethel  a question  her  mother  had  long 
hoped  he  might  ask,  and  that  this  was  the 
secret  of  their  prolonged  absence.  ‘ I sujd- 
pose  the  others  must  have  wandered  down 
to  the  river,  for  I almost  think  I heard  Ethel 
say  she  wanted  some  information  about  put- 
ting in  the  reflections  on  the  water,  or  the 
shadows  across  the  path ; so  perhaps  they 
won’t  be  back  yet  awhile.’ 

It  was  evident  Dashwood’s  reflections  were 
not  on  the  water,  though  a dark  shadow  had 
plainly  crossed  his  path  ; nor,  as  his  pony  w'as 
brought  up  to  the  door,  did  he  seem  capable 
of  doing  more  than  taking  a most  hasty  fare- 
well of  his  host  and  hostess  before  riding  off. 

Mrs.  Cresswell  bore  this  calmly  enough, 
and  it  was  the  Colonel  who  next  instant 
spoke  of  it. 

‘ That  boy’s  attached  to  Ethel  as  sure  as 
my  name’s  Charles  Cresswell !’  he  exclaimed, 
‘ and  I believe  she  returns  his  love.’ 
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‘ Nonsense,  Charles  ! how  can  you  say  so, 
when  probably  Ethel  at  this  very  moment — 
at  least,  I hope  so — is  promising  to  become 
the  wife  of  Captain  Stanhope  V 

‘ My  dear,  you  should  of  course  know  best, 
and  Stanhope  is  a most  excellent  fellow  ; but 
I fancy  I can  read  the  state  of  matters 
pretty  clearly,  and  if  I’m  not  right  I never 
made  a greater  mistake  in  my  life.’ 

Mrs.  Cress  well  smiled. 

‘ We  are  all  liable  to  make  mistakes, 
Charles,’  she  said  ; ‘ but,  really,  you  are  too 
absurd.  However,  you  hardly  know  how  I 
have  warned  Ethel,  and  how  well  aware  she 
is  we  can  never  consent  to  her  throwing 
herself  away  in  that  manner.’ 

‘ All  right,  dear ; you  seem  very  certain 
of  your  ground,  but  the  girl  has  a touch  of 
my  obstinacy  in  her,  and  may  not  be  so 
amenable  as  you  seem  to  expect.’ 

‘ Upon  my  word,  what  next,  I wonder, 
Charles  !’ 

‘ Well,  next,  I presume,  we  shall  have  this 
play  in  which  they  are  all  to  perform,  and 
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that  will  very  likely  produce  developments,’ 
replied  the  Colonel;  Cf,  indeed,’  he  added 
to  himself,  ‘ developments  of  a more  serious 
character  have  not  come  to  eng'age  our  atten- 
tion by  that  time.’ 

Then  he  went  off  to  his  own  little  den, 
leaving  his  wife  to  reflect  at  her  leisure  on 
the  length  of  time  that  was  elapsing  since 
her  daughter  and  Stanhope  had  left  the 
drawing’- room. 
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CHAPTER  V. 

A RESCUE. 

It  was  early  next  day  that  Arthur  Stanhope 
was  taking  his  morning  ride,  partly  for  plea- 
sure and  health,  and  partly  to  transact  a bit 
of  business  with  one  of  the  bankers  of 
Ghilzan.  Attended  only  by  a couple  of 
mounted  men  of  the  Shah’s  Horse,  he  had 
cantered  across  the  plain  that  lay  between 
the  cantonment  and  the  town,  and  had 
entered  the  narrow  streets  of  the  latter, 
when  his  attention  was  attracted  by  a crowd 
of  men  that  came  bustling  along,  armed  with 
matchlocks  and  swords  and  wearing  warm 
poshteens,  and  on  their  heads  high  pointed 
caps,  bound  round  with  gray-coloured  pug- 
gries.  In  the  midst  of  these  was  borne  by 
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a crowd  of  sturdy  carriers  a highly  decorated 
palanquin,  whose  gilt  panels  glittered  in  the 
morning  sun,  the  embroidered  and  closely- 
drawn  silk  curtains  clearly  indicating  that 
the  occupant  must  be  some  lady  of  rank, 
travelling  perhaps  to  a distant  part,  or, 
on  the  other  hand,  out  simply  to  ' eat  the 
air  ’ at  its  earliest  and  purest.  On  either 
side  strode  a big  ugly  fellow,  armed  with  a 
heavy  whip,  whose  thong  cracked  now  and 
again  as  it  curled  round  the  bare  legs  of  any 
unfortunate  who  did  not  make  way  for  the 
great  lady  with  sufficient  promptitude. 

As  Stanhope’s  course  lay  at  right  angles  to 
this  party,  and  the  street  here  was  but  a 
narrow  arcade,  he  waited  till  the  little  pro- 
cession should  pass,  not  doubting  that  in  a 
few  seconds  the  road  would  be  clear.  On  a 
sudden  the  movement  in  front  of  him  became 
checked,  the  leaders  of  the  party  appeared  to 
be  forced  back  on  those  behind  by  some 
power  invisible  to  the  English  officer,  there 
was  a confused  shouting,  amidst  which  could 
- be  distinguished  the  words  ‘ Shabash  ! sha- 
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bash  !’  ‘ Allah-il-Ullah  !’  and  many  other  ex- 
pressions of  impatience  and  of  encourage- 

' f 

ment,  showing  beyond  doubt  that  an  attack 
was  being  made  of  a desperate  character  on 
the  guardians  of  the  palanquin. 

‘ Who  are  these?’  cried  Arthur  to  his  near- 
est orderly,  calling  him  to  his  side  and  point- 
ing to  the  defenders,  now  sorely  pressed  by 
the  other  party,  and  holding  their  ground 
with  the  utmost  difficulty. 

‘ They  are  the  Sirdar  Mahomed  Shah 
Khan’s  men,  honoured  sir,’  replied  the  man 
instantly,  ‘ jDrobably  returning  from  the 
temple.’ 

‘ And  that  must  be  one  of  his  ladies/ 
muttered  the  English  officer,  half  aloud. 

‘ What  can  be  the  meaning  of  it  all  ?’ 

The  two  stalwart  ffiants  at  the  doors  of 

O 

the  palanquin  had  now  thrown  aside  their 
whips,  and  were  fighting  bravely  with  drawn 
tulwars  in  defence  of  their  charge  ; but  it 
seemed  that  even  they  would  be  overborne 
by  the  desperate  assault  that  was  being 
pushed  so  rapidly  and  unexpectedly  forward. 
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There  could  be  no  doubt  that  the  palanquin 
was  the  main  object  of  attack,  for,  as  at  this 
moment  the  leader  of  the  assault,  struggling 
to  the  front  on  horseback,  shouted  out  some 
words  which  only  imperfectly  reached 
Arthur’s  ears,  the  latter  became  convinced 
they  were  addressed  to  the  lady  herself ; nor, 
indeed,  was  he  mistaken,  for  a series  of 
hysterical  shrieks  proclaimed  the  terror  pro- 
duced on  the  occupant  of  the  palanquin, 
whom  the  bearers,  staggering  and  swaying  to 
and  fro  as  they  had  been  during  the  last 
minute  or  two,  had  now  at  length  set  down 
helplessly  on  the  ground  in  the  middle  of  the 
street. 

‘ Ah  ! for  the  sake  of  Allah  save  me — save 
me  !’  called  out  a shrill  voice.  ‘ If  he  gets 
at  me  I am  utterly  undone — lost  for  ever  !’ 

‘ Hah,  hah  1’  laughed  the  leader,  slashing 
furiously  at  the  nearest  guard.  ‘ I have  you 
at  last,  my  young  lady,  for  your  lord  is  far 
away  ; and  as  to  these  curs,  I will  cut  and 
shoot  them  down  like  grass.’ 

His  threat  seemed  about  to  be  fulfilled. 
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for  the  burly  protector  on  that  side  of  the 
palanquin,  terribly  wounded,  had  sunk  upon 
one  knee,  fighting  to  the  last  in  defence  of 
his  mistress,  but  quite  unable  from  loss 
of  blood  to  continue  the  struggle  on  equal 
terms. 

' In  the  name  of  Allah  and  of  his  Prophet, 
preserve  me  from  him  !’  was  again  the  cry 
from  behind  the  curtains,  while  a small  and 
delicate  hand  covered  with  sparkling  rings 
was  seen  to  draw  them  too-ether  as  thev 

O 

fluttered  for  a moment  in  the  ag^itated  air. 

O 


leader,  striking  down  the  last  opposition 
offered  by  the  faithful  guard,  whose  blood 
was  spirting  over  his  mistress’s  palanquin, 
and  who  had  in  truth  delivered  his  last  blow 
in  her  defence.  ‘ Curse  you  for  a persistent 
villain — a candidate  for  the  tortures  of  the 
everlasting  Jehannum  to  which  I gladly  con- 
sign you  !’ 

A groan  from  the  vanquished  giant  was  the 
only  reply. 

‘ There — take  it,  then !’  ejaculated  the 
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horseman,  transfixing  the  broad  chest,  now 
entirely  open  to  his  attack,  with  his  sword. 
‘ That  makes  all  secure ; and  now,  Shah 
Jehan,  you  are  mine  for  certain;  nothing  can 
come  between  us,  nothing  prevent  me  from 
carrying  you  far  away — no,  not  even  God 
Himself  ’ 

He  stooped  over  the  palanquin  and 
attempted  to  slide  back  the  door,  but  in 
vain. 

‘ Come,  my  pretty  one,’  he  exclaimed 
angrily,  ‘none  of  this  nonsense,  or  I will  blow 
the  fastening  in  with  my  pistol.  Your  body- 
guards are  down,  your  bearers  scuttling  off, 
and  resistance  is  therefore  absurd  and  use- 
less. If  you  come  quietly,  well  and  good  ; if 
not ’ 

A prolonged  scream  interrupted  him,  and, 
repeated  in  the  wretched  girl’s  agony  for 
some  seconds,  drew  from  him  a succession  of 
oaths  terrible  to  listen  to.  His  patience, 
indeed,  was  exhausted,  and  drawing  out  his 
pistol,  the  cowardly  fellow  presented  it  at  the 
door,  with  his  finger  on  the  trigger,  when  a 
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sudden  blow  on  the  arm  jerked  it  from  his 
hand,  and  it  fell,  exploding  harmlessly,  on  the 
opposite  side  of  the  street. 

‘ Coward  f cried  Arthur  Stanhope,  ‘ to 
shoot  at  a woman,  even  though  she  is  behind 
the  purdah  ! Double-dyed  coward  that  you 
are,  IVe  half  a mind  to  spit  you  straight 
away,  for  that’s  the  fate  you  deserve!’ 

He  held  his  sword  balanced  in  his  hand 
ready  to  meet  the  attack  he  expected,  for  he 
had  purjDosely  only  struck  the  ruffian’s  arm 
with  the  flat  of  his  own  weapon,  and  fully 
reckoned  on  a hand-to-hand  encounter. 

‘Who  are  you  ?’  demanded  the  fellow 
insolentl}^,  turning  in  his  saddle  and  drawing 
his  tulwar.  ‘ Inshallah,  but  I will  split  your 
head  open  for  your  insolence  in  interfering 
with  my  affairs  !’ 

He  ceased  suddenly,  however,  on  seeing  an 
Englishman  before  him. 

‘ A cursed  Kafir,  by  Allah  1 and  two 
mounted  men  with  him  ;’  for  the  orderlies 
with  drawn  swords  were  close  up,  and  kept 
their  eyes  upon  him.  ‘ Well,  this  is  a hard 
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kismut  indeed,  and  such  an  utterly  unlooked- 
for  interference.’ 

So  muttering  to  himself,  the  ruffian  glanced 
down  the  street  to  see  if  his  own  mounted 
followers  were  close  at  hand ; but,  though 
three  or  four  of  them  could  be  seen  at  some 
distance  attempting  to  drive  away  the 
palanquin-bearers,  he  felt  himself  unequal 
single-handed  to  engage  Arthur  and  his  men. 
Besides,  there  was  no  knowing  how  many 
more  Feringhis  might  be  within  reach,  and 
though  he  cast  a longing  look  at  the  palan- 
quin, it  became  evident  to  the  English  officer 
he  had  cooled  upon  his  enterprise,  and  was 
hardly  inclined  to  fight. 

‘ This  is  no  affair  of  mine,’  said  Stanhope, 
boldly  taking  the  initiative  and  dropping  the 
point  of  his  sword.  ‘ I know  not  even  who 
you  are,  or  what  object  you  have  in  view  in 
this  business,  of  which  I have  been  an  un- 
willing witness.’ 

‘ Aha  !’  rnur mured  the  other  in  a sulky 
tone,  reining  in  his  horse  so  as  to  draw  him 
back  a few  paces  from  the  palanquin,  close  to 
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which  the  officer  had  taken  up  his  position. 
‘ Then  why,  in  the  name  of  Allah,  did  you 
come  thus  between  me  and  my — my  wife 
that  should  have  been  ?’ 

A frightened  scream  burst  from  the  lady, 
who  could,  of  course,  unseen  herself,  overhear 
every  word  that  was  spoken  between  the  two 
men.  Then  there  was  a pause  for  a few 
moments. 

‘ Ah,  my  lord,’  cried  an  agitated  voice  from 
within,  ^ I thank  Allah,  the  Compassionate,  a 
thousand  times  for  sending  you  thus  in  my 
extremity  ! I know  you  well  by  your 
musical  tones.  And  did  I not  dream  last 
night  you  would  appear  beside  me  at  the 
critical  moment  ?’ 

The  assailant  of  the  fair  lady  looked 
suspiciously  at  Arthur,  though  not  more 
surprised  than  the  English  officer  himself  at 
hearing  him  thus  addressed. 

‘ She  should  have  been  my  wife,  truly,’  he 
repeated  aloud  in  a gloomy  voice  ; ^ and, 
inshallah  ! I will  make  her  so  ere  lont^.’ 

‘ Wife !’  shrieked  the  voice  from  the 
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palanquin.  ' Wife  indeed ! Am  I not  the 
wife  of  Mahomed  Shah  Khan,  the  great 
Barukzye  Sirdar  V 

‘ A Barukzye — a cursed  Barukzye  !’  cried 
the  fellow  contemptuously.  ‘ And  you  not 
ashamed  to  confess  to  such  a connection— 
you,  a Sudozye  of  the  purest  blood  ! But 
you  are  lost,  absolutely  lost  to  shame  to 
boast  of  being  the  wife — the  latest  wife, 
only,  I suppose — of  the  villain  you  speak 

of  r 

There  being  no  immediate  response  to  this 
objurgation.  Stanhope,  anxious  to  terminate 
the  unpleasant  scene,  again  interposed. 

‘ The  lady,’  he  began  quietly,  and  in  his 
most  judicial  manner,  ‘ seems  to  belong  to 
the  Sirdar,  and  I gather  you  admit  as  much 
yourself,  whoever  you  may  be.  It  is  plain, 
therefore,  you  are  guilty  of  a heinous  offence 
in  attempting  to  seize  her,  whatever  object 
you  may  have  had  in  view.’ 

The  culprit  moved  in  his  saddle  as  if 
desiring  to  reply,  but  Arthur  continued  : 

‘ I am  not  going  into  the  case — that  is  not 
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my  business,  for  this  town  is  ruled  by  Sirdar 
Mahomed  Shah  Khan.’ 

‘ Curse  him  !’  muttered  the  fellow  in  an 
audible  whisper. 

‘ He  is  the  ally  of  the  English,  and  I will 
not  hear  him  abused,  even  by  a stranger,’ 
returned  the  officer  promptly. 

^ If  you  only  knew  him  as  I do,’  sneered 
the  other  dehantly,  ‘ you  would  even  now 
let  me  carry  her  off — ay,  though  she  he 
his  wife,  or  what  passes  as  such.’ 

‘ No,  never  will  I permit  that — it  is  not  to 
he  thought  of  But  this  I will  do — for,  not 
being  in  any  authority  here,  I have  no  right 
to  arrest  you  : I will,  if  you  choose  to  draw 
offi  your  men  quietly,  allow  you  to  go  about 
your  business,  though  it  will  he  necessary  to 
report  fully  to  the  Sirdar  all  that  I have  just 
witnessed,  so  that  he  may  take  whatever 
steps  he  deems  necessary  in  the  matter.’ 

It  seemed  likely  for  a moment,  as  the  un- 
known looked  round  at  his  horsemen,  now’ 
riding  up  and  rallying  round  him,  that  a 
renewal  of  the  fray  was  imminent,  and 
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Arthur,  even  while  making  his  pacific  pro- 
position, showed  by  his  directions  to  his  own 
troopers  to  unsling  their  carbines  how  un- 
certain he  felt  as  to  the  result ; but,  for 
reasons  best  known  to  himself,  the  stranger 
decided  to  abandon  his  strange  enterprise, 
and.  without  even  a salaam  or  a word,  turned 
round  his  horse’s  head,  and  rode  off  to  the 
nearest  gate  of  the  town,  followed  closely  by 
the  sowars  who  had  attached  themselves  to 
his  fortunes.  ' 

After  watching  him  a few  moments,  the 
English  officer  motioned  to  the  orderly  next 
him. 

‘ Summon  back  the  bearers,’  he  said,  touch- 
ing the  palanquin  to  emphasize  his  intention. 

‘ The  lady  must  be  carried  home  at  once,  and 
seen  to,  for  she  has  gone  through  a terrible 
alarm,  and,  ’tis  to  be  feared,  must  have 
suffered  intensely.’ 

And  so,  truly,  it  proved ; for  when  the 
party,  escorted  by  Stanhope  and  his  troopers, 
reached  the  castle,  it  was  discovered  that 
Shah  Jehan  had  fainted  away.  Nor  was  it 
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without  much  trouble,  and  the  application  of 
many  approved  remedies  on  Moni’s  part,  and 
rubbings  and  massages  by  her  female  atten- 
dants, that  she  was  at  length  brought  round 
in  some  measure  to  her  ordinary  condition. 

‘ Is  he  in  the  room  V she  demanded,  open- 
ing wide  her  eyes,  and  glancing  round  her 
apartment  with  curiosity.  Then,  laughing 
hysterically  : ‘ But  how  absurd  of  me  to  ask 
it — eh,  Moni  ?’ 

‘ Why,  yes,  indeed,  your  Highness.  He 
could  never  have  followed  you  here  ; though, 
had  it  not  been  for  the  English  sahib,  he 
might  have  carried  you  off  to  Candahar.’ 

‘ Stupid  owl  that  you  are,  Moni  ! I was 
not  speaking  of  my  cousin,  the  disreputable 
Feroze  Khan — oh,  what  a fright  he  gave  me! 
No,  no ; ’twas  a pleasanter  vision,  a more  charm- 
ing and  more  proper  man  than  that,  I mean.’ 

‘ Alas!  she  is  wandering  again  in  her  mind,’ 
cried  the  maid  to  herself  in  a half-whisper. 

‘By  Allah,  no,  I am  not  wandering,  Moni 
■ — far  from  it.  I mean  the  English  officer. 
Stanhope  Sahib.’ 
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CHAPTER  VI. 

THE  REHEARSAL. 

It  was  early  in  the  afternoon  of  the  day  of 
Stanhope’s  adventure  that  Robert  Dashwood 
went  to  the  Cresswells’  bungalow  for  the 
necessary  rehearsal.  He  had  not  seen 
Arthur  all  the  morning,  for  the  latter  had 
not  been  over  to  the  mess  to  lunch,  a circum- 
stance that  strongly  confirmed  Dashwood’s 
suspicions  of  the  engagement  of  his  friend  to 
Ethel  Cresswell.  It  was,  therefore,  in  a very 
depressed  state  of  mind  that  the  young  officer 
dismounted  at  the  Colonel’s  door. 

‘ Hah,  sahib,  Missy -baba  is  at  home,’ 
said  the  bearer,  with  a salaam,  in  answer  to 
his  inquiry ; and  next  moment  he  was  in  the 
drawing-room  with  Ethel. 
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‘ I hope  I am  not  too  soon,  Miss  Cresswell,’ 
he  exclaimed  rather  nervously,  wondering 
whether  he  ought  not  to  apologize,  and  half 
fearing  to  see  his  rival  before  him. 

O 

‘ Oh  no,  Mr.  Dashwood,  of  course  not.  I 
was  expecting  you,  for  we  ought  to  go 
through  our  long  scene,  I suppose,  as  there 
won’t  be  many  more  opportunities  of  doing 
so.’ 

‘ Ye — e — s,’  he  murmured  slowly  ; ‘ that 
may  be  true.’ 

‘ But  I think  we  are  pretty  well  up  in 
it,’  continued  the  girl,  looking  at  him 
earnestly  ; ‘ and  you,  at  any  rate,  have  no 
reason  to  be  nervous  about  it.’ 

‘ I have  not  generally  felt  so,’  he  returned 
in  a more  assured  tone  ; ‘ but,  somehow,  to- 
day ] m not  up  to  the  mark — that  feel 
very  strongly.’ 

^ Perhaps  we  had  better  put  it  off,’  she 
murmured  in  a low  tone  ; ‘ it  will  never  do 
tliat  you  should  be  made  ill  Avhen  there 
may  be — who  knows  ? — so  much  before  us 
all.’ 
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Dashwood  stared  blankly  at  her,  for  her 
manner  puzzled  him  almost  more  than  her 
words. 

‘ No,  Miss  Cress  well,  I’m  bound  to  try 
my  best !’  he  cried  ; ‘ and  I think  it  may 
cheer  me  up  a bit,  after  all.’ 

But  it  appeared  as  if  the  girl  herself 
hardly  agreed  with  him. 

‘ Have  you  heard,  then,’  she  asked 
cautiously,  ‘ these  fresh  reports  that  have 
come  in  this  morning  V 

' Something  I was  told  at  mess,’  replied 
Dashwood,  ‘ of  what  they  say  of  defeats 
and  other  troubles  at  Caubul  ; but  it  would 
never  do  to  believe  all  these  native  rumours, 
and  Stanhope  insists  they  are  great  exagge- 
rations, as  a rule.’ 

He  had  quoted  the  opinion  of  his  friend 
without  consideration,  but  as  Arthur’s  name 
slipped  from  between  his  lips,  he  could  not 
but  notice  how  deeply  and  instantaneously 
Ethel’s  face  flushed,  and  how  her  soft  eyes 
fell  before  his  as  he  gazed  doubtfully  at  her. 
It  seemed  to  him  that  all  joy  and  happiness 
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had  in  that  moment  left  him,  feeling  certain 
as  he  did  that  this  girl,  for  whose  dear  sake 
he  would  have  gone  to  certain  and  instant 
death,  had  given  herself  to  his  rival. 

For  a few  seconds  there  was  silence 
between  them.  Then  Ethel,  feeling  the 
awkwardness,  spoke  with  some  effort. 

‘Ah,  yes — of  course — native  rumours; 
my  father  knows  what  their  value  is.  But 
I’m  afraid  these  are  really  authentic,  and 
if  they  should  turn  out  so,  our  position  may 
be  a very  serious  one  indeed.’ 

Why  did  she  dwell  so  much  on  this  point  ? 
the  young  officer  was  wondering  to  himself ; 
yet  he  saw  her  information  was  probably 
much  more  recent  than  his  own. 

‘ The  Colonel  has  heard  all  the  latest 
authentic  intelligence  from  — from  — Stan- 
hope, naturally,  and ’ 

But  Ethel  interrupted  him. 

‘ No,’  she  said,  again  looking  soniewhat 
confused,  ‘ my  father  has  not  seen  Captain 
Stanhope  since  yesterday.’ 

Dashwood’s  face  flushed  red. 
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‘You  do  not  mean,’  he  exclaimed  in 
astonishment,  ‘ that  he  has  not  been  here 
— that  Mrs.  Cresswell  has  not  received  a 
call  from  him  during  the  morning— that  you 
and  he  have  not  met  V 

His  vehemence  had  carried  him  rather 
far,  but  the  girl  forgave  him. 

‘ Certainly,’  she  answered  in  her  own 
truthful  manner  ; ‘ and  we  have  only  been 
told  by  others  of  the  strange  adventure  that 
befell  him  in  his  morning  ride.’ 

The  young  officer  stared  at  her  in  surprise. 

‘ I have  not  heard  of  it,  Miss  Cresswell. 
You  don’t  mean  he  has  been  hurt  in  any 
way,  or  has  met  with  any  treachery  V 

‘ No,  no,’  she  replied ; ‘ fortunately  he 
escaped  entirely,  but  it  was  quite  a romantic 
episode.’ 

‘ Really  ; pray  tell  me  about  it.  Perhaps 
you  are  expecting  him  here  this  afternoon, 
though  his  part  really  requires  no  rehearsing, 
being  so  slight  and  unimportant.’ 

Ethel  stood  silent  for  a moment  ; then  she 
went  on  : 
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‘ I do  not  think  Captain  Stanhope  will 
come  to-day  at  all ; not  because  he  is  hurt — - 
that  is,  I mean  bodily — no — I ought  not  to 
say — oh — I don’t  really  know  what  I ought 
to  say  !’ 

Dash  wood  was  utterly  perplexed,  and 
there  was  an  uncomfortable  pause. 

Pale,  and  looking  terribly  distressed,  the 
girl  sat  down  on  the  nearest  chair,  for  they 
had  hitherto  been  standing  as  if  to  commence 
their  scene  in  the  play. 

' You  are  not  well,’  said  the  young  officer 
kindly.  ' Let  me  summon  Mrs.  Cresswell, 
and  fetch  a glass  of  water.’ 

But  she  shook  her  head,  while  motioning 
to  him  also  to  be  seated. 

‘ It  is  nothing,  and  has  passed.  I’d  rather 
mother  did  not  know,  for  she  could  do  me 
no  good,’  she  murmured,  more  to  herself 
than  to  Dashwood. 

The  latter’s  ears,  however,  were  fully  open 
at  this  moment,  and  now  that  the  first 
amazement  he  had  experienced  at  the  news 
of  Stanhope’s  apparent  desertion  of  the  girl 
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was  passing  away,  he  began  instinctively  to 
ask  himself  whether  there  might  not  be 
some  mistake,  and  if  he  had  not  been  too 
precipitate  in  assuming  that  Ethel  had 
engaged  herself  to  his  friend. 

There  was  another  circumstance  that 
struck  Dashwood.  He  had  felt  certain  Mrs. 
Cresswell  favoured  the  suit  of  the  promising 
young  ' political,’  for  that  was  very  apparent 
in  her  treatment  and  encouragement  of  him  ; 
yet,  now  the  girl  herself,  suffering  and  half 
fainting  as  she  had  seemed  but  a minute 
ago,  would  not  have  her  mother  summoned, 
even  declaring  plainly  she  would  be  useless 
to  her. 

Was  it  possible  that  Stanhope  had  let  his 
opportunity  pass  by  on  the  previous  after- 
noon, that  he  had  not  put  his  question  to 
Ethel  Cresswell,  and  been  accepted  by  her  ? 

Absurd  interpretation  indeed  — so  it 
appeared  in  that  momentary  glance  at  all 
the  probabilities  that  passed  through  the 
lover’s  mind. 

There  was  yet  another  alternative — one 
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on  the  face  of  it  unlikely,  yet  which  might 
be  possible  : Stanhope  might  have  made  his 
offer  and  been  refused  1 

Instantly  it  came  full  upon  Dashwood 
that  in  this  manner  alone  could  his  rival’s 
extraordinary  abstention  from  his  usually 
close  intercourse  with  the  Cresswells  be 
accounted  for  ; plainly  to  this  cause  were 
due  the  sudden  confusion  and  unhappy  looks 
of  Ethel  when  Stanhope’s  name  had  been 
mentioned,  and,  above  all,  the  expression 
of  her  conviction  that  he  would  not,  for 
some  reason  it  distressed  her  to  think  of, 
and  which  she  could  not  exjDlaIn,  pay  them 
any  visit  at  all  that  day. 

‘Then  she  is  free,’  argued  the  young 
fellow  to  himself,  with  a hasty  impulse— 
‘ free  to  make  her  own  choice  ; thank  Heaven 
above  if  that  is  really  so  !’ 

He  looked  at  her  as  she  sat  beside  him, 
and  never,  he  thought,  had  she  seemed  so 
beautiful  as  now.  Her  perfect  profile  showed 
clear  against  the  dark  curtain  ; the  colour  in 
her  cheek  made  the  delicate  whiteness  of 
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her  brow  and  neck  the  more  apparent  by 
contrast ; the  long  lashes  fell  tantalizingly 
over  the  soft  eyes,  with  whose  sweet  depths 
Dashwood  was  only  too  well  acquainted. 

Though  frequently  impulsive  and  easily 
moved,  he  was  the  kindest  of  men,  and  it 
was  impossible  not  to  see  how  anxious  he 
felt  to  set  Ethel  at  her  ease ; nor,  indeed, 
was  this  lost  upon  the  girl  herself,  and 
strenuously  she  strove  to  regain  her  equa- 
bility. 

‘ I’m  almost  sorry  we  thought  of  acting 
at  all,  Mr.  Dashwood,'  she  said  quietly,  just 
glancing  up  at  him  for  a moment. 

‘Well,’  he  replied,  a touch  of  surprise  in 
his  voice,  ‘ we  can  abandon  it  if  necessary, 
only  our  trouble  will  all  be  thrown  away,  and 
— and — that  would  be  a pity,  would  it  not  V 

She  smiled  faintly,  but  spoke  with  more 
assurance. 

‘Yes,  T know  ; it  does  seem  so.  But  I 
fear  people  may  not  be  in  the  mood,  on 
account  of  the  sad  anxieties  that  are  gather- 
ing round  us,  to  enjoy  such  a piece  as  this.’ 
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‘ I see/  he  returned  slowly ; ‘ I quite 

understand/ 

Though  he  said  this,  she  saw  that  in  reality 
his  perplexity  was  as  great  as  ever.  Then  she 
made  up  her  mind  as  to  what  was  necessary. 

‘ You  will  think  me  foolish — fickle,  per- 
haps,’ she  exclaimed,  speaking  as  if  by  a 
great  effort,  and  pouring  out  her  words  with 
rapidity  ; ‘ but,  after  what  has  occurred,  and 
seeing  how — how  we  are  all  placed,  and  that 
circumstances  have  changed,  and  that  Cap- 
tain Stanhope  will  probably  throw  up  his 
part,  while  I myself  am  uncertain  how  I can 
perform  mine — well,  it  seems  really  a neces- 
sity to  give  up  the  acting  altogether.’ 

Again,  exhausted  by  her  effort,  she  turned 
pale  and  sank  back  in  her  chair,  and,  indeed, 
it  might  be  she  would  have  fallen  had  not 
Dashwood  sprung  forward  to  her  assistance. 
It  was  but  a momentary  weakness,  however, 
though  it  touched  the  young  fellow  to  the 
quick. 

' Oh,  thank  you  ; you  are  too  kind,’  she 
murmured.  ‘ It’s  really  absurd  of  me ’ 
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Without  meaning  it,  she  looked  up,  and 
her  eyes  met  his  in  one  long  steady  gaze  : 
then  each  knew,  in  that  instant  of  time,  how 
it  was  with  the  other,  and  Ethel’s  sentence 
remained  unfinished. 

‘ No,’  protested  the  young  officer  warmly, 
bending  over  her  and  taking  her  unresisting 
hand  in  his ; ' ’tis  not  absurd  — ’tis  most 
natural — Ethel !’ 

The  girl  started  as  he  spoke  her  name, 
but  did  not  withdraw  her  hand  ; only  Dash- 
wood  felt  it  quiver  as  he  held  it  tightly 
within  his  own. 

Then  he  went  on  : 

‘ I am  but  a soldier ; I have  only  myself 
to  offer,  yet  I cannot  bear  living  as  I have 
been.  God  knows  how  I love  vou,  Ethel — 
how  for  months  past  I have  intended  asking 
if  vou  could  not  love  me.’ 

Still  he  only  felt  that  quivering  that  shook 
her  so.  He  had  sunk  on  his  knees  to  look 
into  her  face,  for  he  felt  certain  he  was  right. 

‘ Look  at  me,  my  own  Ethel !’  he  exclaimed 
with  passion.  ‘ Surely,  surely  you  can  put 
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me  out  of  this  misery — do  but  say  “Yes” 
with  those  tender  eyes  of  yours  !’ 

But  she  did  not  even  turn  her  head. 

‘ Can  I be  mistaken — must  I leave  you, 
then  V he  asked  pleadingly,  loosening  his 
grasp  of  her  hand  and  rising,  but  still  stand- 
ing close  over  her. 

She  kept  her  eyes  bent  on  the  floor. 

‘ It  cannot  be  you  have  promised  yourself 
to  — to  — Stanhope  V he  whispered  in  his 
anxiety.  ‘ Of  course  I know  he  is  a clever 
fellow,  and  with  a fine  career  before  him  ; 
but  I hoped — that  is,  I gathered  from  what 
you  told  me  just  now,  you  did  not ’ 

‘ Stop  !’  interjected  the  girl,  rousing  herself 
suddenly,  and  putting  her  hands  before  lier 
face  as  if  in  agony.  ‘ You  must  not  speak 
of  him  so.  He  is  kind  and  good  and  con- 
siderate— how  kind,  how  considerate,  I mav 
not  say.’ 

The  young  fellow  looked  at  her  doubtfully. 

‘ You  would  marry  him,  then,  after  all  ?’ 
he  asked  in  astonishment.  ‘ I could  not,  after 
what  I have  understood,  believe  it  possible.’ 
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She  shook  her  head,  and,  letting  her  hands 
fall  on  her  lap,  gazed  at  him  tenderly.  There 
was  no  mistaking  that  look,  and  instinctively 
Dashwood  repossessed  himself  of  the  little 
white  hand  he  had  but  a minute  aofo  un- 
clasped. 

She  did  not  shrink  from  him  now  : it 
seemed  as  though  she  had  overcome  some 
diiSculty  or  objection  that  had  been  in  her 
mind,  and  the  young  fellow  felt  his  warm 
clasp  returned,  his  ardent  gaze  reflected  in 
the  soft  and  tender  depths  of  those  brown 
eyes  of  hers. 

‘ Ah,’  he  murmured  gently,  ‘ you  are  in- 
comprehensible, my  darling ; but  you  are 
mine  !’ 

So  saying  he  bent  down,  and,  pressing  his 
mouth  to  hers,  their  lips  seemed  to  melt  to- 
gether in  one  sweet  burning  kiss,  the  long- 
drawn-out  ecstasy  of  which  remained  with 
them  both  for  many  a day  after. 

^ Come,  tell  me  with  that  delicious  mouth 
of  yours  that  you  love  me !’  he  cried 
taking  Ethel,  now  all  willing  and  unresist- 
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Ing,  into  his  strong  arms,  and  holding  her 
there. 

‘ Have  I not  said  so  over  and  over  again, 
Robert  darling,  during  our  rehearsals  V she 
asked  archly,  laying  her  pretty  head  on  his 
shoulder  just  as  she  had  been  accustomed  to 
do  in  their  own  particular  scene. 

‘Yes,  dearest  love,  of  course  you  did — 
under  the  eyes  of  the  manager ; but  that 
didn’t  count,  you  know,  whereas  this ’ 

The  rest  was  lost  in  an  avalanche  of  kisses 
that,  in  very  deed,  j)ut  all  words  and  declara- 
tions completely  out  of  court. 

For  a moment  there  was  a silence — even 
of  kissing ; then  Ethel’s  voice  was  heard  : 

‘ Even  though  we  may  never  bring  olf  our 
acting  of  the  lovers,  darling,  at  any  rate  we 
have  the  reality  ; and  that’s  sweeter  far,  is 
it  not  V 
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MOTHER  AND  DAUGHTER. 

It  was  not  to  be  expected  that  Ethel  Cress- 
well  could  keep  inviolate  within  her  own 
breast,  for  any  length  of  time,  the  precious 
secret  of  her  engagement  to  Robert  Dash- 
wood.  In  that  small  house,  living  under  the 
immediate  observation  of  her  parents,  to 
whom  every  mood  and  turn  of  her  mind 
and  temper  was  known,  it  would  have  been 
strange  indeed  if,  within  a day  or  two  after 
the  supposed  rehearsal,  her  buoyancy  of 
spirit  and  joyous  manner  had  not  struck 
them  with  wonder,  the  more  so  since  the 
news  brought  by  the  dak  and  by  the  extra 
messengers  that  frequently  came  in  to  Stan- 
hope was  far  from  reassuring,  and  pressed 
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heavily  both  on  him  and  Colonel  Cresswell, 
in  whose  hands  the  safety  of  the  little  force 
and  of  all  the  English  at  Ghilzan  was 

There  was  one  inmate,  too,  better  ac- 
quainted with  Ethel  and  her  ways  than 
perhaps  any  other — to  wit,  her  old  ayah  ; nor 
was  it  wonderful  that  that  person  had  re- 
marked to  herself  the  prolonged  length  of 
Dashwood’s  visit  on  the  eventful  afternoon, 
or  that  she  should  have  been  amused  at  the 
very  real-looking  love-making  which,  by  just 
slightly  pushing  to  one  side  the  heavy  purdah 
i]i  the  doorway,  she  had  managed  to  witness. 

‘ You  are  happy,  Missy-bafea,  singing  and 
playing  while  many  of  us  are  crying,’  she 
exclaimed  to  Ethel  a couple  of  days  after- 
wards. ' One  would  think  you  had  never 
heard  of  Akbar  Khan,  or  the  ruin  he  is 
expected  to  bring  upon  the  English.’ 

' Indeed,  ayah,’  responded  the  girl,  waking 
in  an  instant  from  her  happy  dream,  and 
turning  round  from  the  piano,  ‘ you  are 
liardly  right  there  ; but  I hope  you  exag- 
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gerate  considerably  the  importance  of  this 
man.’ 

The  woman  shook  her  head  ominously. 

‘ Ah,  no,’  she  persisted.  ‘ Do  you  think  it 
was  for  nothing  that,  during  many  months 
past,  the  lullaby  of  the  Afghan  mothers  to  thei^ 
children  in  the  bazars  of  Caubul  has  con- 
stantly been,  “ Akbar  is  coming — we  must 
watch  for  him,  my  child  ” V 

' You  don’t  say  so  V returned  Ethel,  some- 
what astonished  at  the  ayah’s  persistence. 
‘Yet,  I hardly  perceive  how  it  could  profit 
them  if  Akbar  Khan  did  come.’ 

‘ He  has  come  now,’  muttered  the  woman, 
waving  her  hand  as  if  in  deprecation  of  her 
mistress’s  incredulity,  ‘and  death  and 
destruction  will  follow  in  his  train.’ 

The  girl  stared  in  momentary  astonish- 
ment, though  next  instant  putting  on  a bold 
face  to  her  servant. 

‘ Really,  your  prophecy  is  not  a cheering 
one,’  she  remarked  gravely. 

‘ Dear  missy,  it  is  what  one  hears  every- 
where— in  the  houses,  the  shops,  the  bazars. 
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The  people  are  angry  and  excited,  and  the 
Sirdars  treacherous  and  hostile/ 

‘ But  the  lord  of  Ghilzan  is  our  friend  and 
ally/  answered  Ethel  with  conviction,  ^ and 
we  have  therefore  nothing  to  fear/ 

Yet  the  ayah  maintained  her  position 
obstinately. 

‘ He  has  had  strange  visitors  of  late,  ’tis 
reported,’  she  said  ; ‘ and  being  a Barukzye, 
he  may  feel  bound  to  take  up  his  tribesman’s 
cause.  That's  what  I have  heard  on  many 
sides.’ 

Ethel  considered  a moment. 

‘ Of  course,  ayah,  I see  what  you  mean,’ 
she  observed  cautiously  ; ‘ but  we  have  an 
excellent  political  officer  in  Captain  Stan- 
hope, who,  you  know,  only  two  days  ago 
rendered  a signal  service  to  the  Sirdar  by 
preventing  the  abduction  of  his  wife  at  the 
hands  of  some  villain  in  the  very  streets  oh 
the  city  ; surely,  then,  we  have  a right  to 
feel  all  the  safer.’ 

Still  the  old  creature  only  shivered  and 
groaned  the  more.  Then  she  fell  at  the  girl’s 
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feet,  kissing  them  repeatedly  and  moaning  in 
a piteous  manner. 

' Oh,  you  poor  thing  I’  cried  Ethel  at  last, 
raising  her  tenderly,  and  doing  her  best  to 
comfort  her.  ‘ I declare  you’ll  upset  me  too, 
presently,  if  you  continue  thus,  whereas  all  I 
desire  is  to  be  calm  and  cheerful,  so  as  to 
help  my  father  in  his  difficult  position.’ 

‘ The  dear  Colonel  Sahib  !’  murmured  the 
woman  below  her  breath. 

^ I’ll  tell  him  what  you  say  of  these  reports 
in  the  bazar,  though  I have  no  doubt  some 
of  them  have  reached  him  already,  and,  in 
fact ’ 

‘ Ah,  Missy -bSba,  don’t — pray  don’t  say  I 
told  you,’  interrupted  the  ayah,  trembling 
with  agitation.  ' Promise  me  that,  or  they 
will  torture  me  perhaps— nay,  kill  me  ; who 
knows  ?’ 

‘ No  fear,  you  good  old  soul  1 you  shall  be 
kept  safe,  whatever  happens.  Pely  on  me 
for  that !’ 

In  this  manner  Ethel  soothed  her  servant’s 
fears,  and  in  so  doing  regained  her  own 
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cheerfulness  and  equability,  somewhat  shaken 
though  they  had  been  by  the  faithful 
creature’s  genuine  and  kindly- meant  warn- 
ing. 

As  the  ayah  left  the  room,  the  carriage 
dashed  up  to  the  door,  and  Mrs.  Cresswell 
descended.  She  threw  off  her  cloak  with 
some  signs  of  annoyance,  and  entered  the 
drawing-room  abruptly. 

‘You  should  have  driven  with  me  just  now, 
Ethel,’  she  exclaimed,  ‘ instead  of  remaining 
In  the  house  so  stupidly  ; you’ve  missed  see- 
ing a friend  by  it.’ 

‘ I’m  very  sorry,  mother,  I’m  sure  ; but, 
you  see,  I wanted  to  practise  a bit,  and  shall 
be  riding  in  the  evening,  you  know.’ 

‘ Yes,  with  young  Dashwood,  I suppose,’ 
retorted  the  elder  lady  superciliously.  ‘Now, 
I have  just  met — near  the  castle,  that  is — 
Captain  Stanhope,  on  his  way  up  there  to 
an  interview  with  the  Sirdar,  and,  of  course, 
he  stopped,  and  we  had  a bit  of  chat.’ 

‘ Yes  V said  the  girl,  in  a somewhat  hard 
tone. 
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Her  mother  looked  at  her  wonderingly. 
Then  she  went  on  : 

‘ I asked  how  it  was  we  had  not  seen  him 
since  his  adventure  the  other  morning,  and 
naturally  congratulated  him  warmly  on  his 
line  conduct.’ 

‘ I’m  very  glad  you  did  that,  mother,’  ex- 
claimed Ethel  with  cordiality  ; ‘ he  deserves 
it  thoroughly.’ 

‘Yes,  of  course  ; but  he  treated  it  lightly 
enough,  saying  it  was  nothing  but  what  he 
was  bound  to  do.’ 

‘ He  is  a brave  fellow,’  remarked  the  girl 
quietly. 

‘ He  inquired  after  you,  Ethel,’  contimied 
her  mother ; ‘ but  I must  say  he  did  so  a little 
awkwardly.  And"  then  he  went  on  to  make 
some  absurd  excuses  about  his  having  been 
so  much  engaged  he  had  been  unable  to  call, 
for,  of  course,  I said  we  had  missed  him,  and 
trusted  he  was  coming,  and ’ 

‘ Quite  enough,  mother — quite  enough,’ 
broke  in  Ethel,  looking  very  confused. 

^ There’s  no  need  to  urge  him  in  that  way. 
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and,  indeed,  it’s  not  very  kind,  after  what  has 
happened  l)etween  him  and  me.’ 

The  girl  turned  absolutely  scarlet  while  so 
speaking,  but,  having  determined  to  make 
her  mother  aware  of  the  true  condition 
of  affairs,  she  looked  her  steadilv  in  the 
face. 

‘ You  don’t  mean,  child,  that  he  has  pro- 
posed to  you,’  cried  Mrs.  Cresswell  in  amaze- 
ment, ‘ and  that  you  now  only  tell  me  so  for 
the  first  time  V 

‘ I do  mean  that,  certainly,’  answered  Ethel, 
trying  to  be  calm. 

‘ Why  did  you  keep  it  from  me  ? Why 
did  you  not  at  once  inform  me  of  it,  when 
you  knew  how  delighted  I should  be,  my 
child  ?’ 

To  this  question  there  wms  no  immediate 
reply. 

' Answer  me,  Ethel,  I say,’  persisted  Mrs. 
Cresswell,  beginning  to  wonder  at  her  un- 
usual reticence.  ‘ For  Avhat  reason  do  you 
hesitate  ?’ 

‘ You  will  not  be  angry,  mother  ?’  returned 
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the  girl  in  a low  voice.  ‘ You  will  bear  with 
me,  I hope  V 

' Why,  I am  so  pleased,  of  course  ; only 
just  a little  puzzled,  because — well,  you  don’t 
appear  so  happy  as  I should  have  expected, 
and  it  seems  remarkable  that  he  did  not 
say ’ 

‘ No,  not  at  all,’  interrupted  Ethel,  now 
driven  into  a corner  and  compelled  to  make 
her  confession.  ‘ Captain  Stanhope  could 
not  be  expected  to  tell  you  that  I felt  obliged 
to  refuse  him.’ 

It  was  now  the  mother’s  turn  to  be  dis- 
turbed, and  she  showed  it  by  the  angry  flush 
which  suffused  her  face.  For  some  moments 
she  only  glared  at  her  daughter. 

' Upon  my  word  !’  she  cried  at  last.  ‘ You 
dared  to  do  this  without  asking  me,  or 
breathing  a word  about  it  in  any  way  V 

The  girl  remained  silent,  merely  bowing 
her  head  in  acquiescence,  for  she  thought  it 
wisest  to  let  the  storm  pass  so. 

‘ You  are  a naughty  girl,  then,  I tell  you, 
Ethel,’  continued  Mrs.  Cresswell  angrily;  'and 
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IVe  a great  mind  to  leave  you  to  get  on  as 
well  as  you  can  without  me.  But  no ; you 
must  sit  down  instantly  and  write  an  apology 
to  Captain  Stanhope,  saying  you  have  had 
an  opportunity  of  consulting  me,  and  of  re- 
considering the  matter,  and,  if  he’ll  allow  you 
to  do  so,  you’ll  change  your  determination.’ 

Pointing  to  the  writing-table,  her  mother 
never  seemed  to  doubt  that  Ethel  would 
obey  ; but  the  girl  was  equal  to  the  occasion. 

‘ Never,  mother,’  she  said  firmly,  ‘ will  1 
write  such  a declaration.  Captain  Stanhope 
himself  would  be  the  first  to  condemn  me 
for  it.’ 

The  lady  laughed  aloud. 

‘ Well,  to  be  sure,  that’s  best  of  all ! He 
})roposes  to  you,  presumably  because  he  loves 
you.  You  refuse  him — a thing  a man  can 
never  like  ; and  then  you  tell  me,  when  I 
suggest  you  should  inform  him  you  had  been 
too  hasty  in  your  decision,  that  he  would 
certainly  despise  you  for  finally  accepting  his 
suit !’ 

A pained  look  came  into  Ethel’s  fair  face. 
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and  she  was  sorely  tempted  to  break  her 
determination  not  to  reveal  to  her  mother  all 
that  had  passed  between  Arthur  and  her- 
self. 

‘Yes,  mother,’  she  persisted  in  her  quiet 
tone  ; ‘ he  would  despise  me,  and  rightly  so, 
after  what  I said  to  him.’ 

‘ Nonsense,  girl  !’  returned  the  elder  lady 
scornfully.  ‘ He  would  be  only  too  glad  to 
find  you  had  repented  your  absurd  decision.’ 

‘ You  pain  me  dreadfully,’  exclaimed  Ethel, 
‘ by  speaking  so.  Captain  Stanhope  has 
behaved  nobly  ; for  when  I told  him  I could 
never  love  him,  he  acknowledged  my  right  to 
do  so,  and  most  considerately  withdrew,  say- 
ing at  the  same  time  how  warm  his  regard 
for  me  would  always  be.’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell  stiffened  herself,  replying 
in  her  hardest  manner  : 

‘ But  I say  that  you  must  love  him.  I 
insist  on  it,  Ethel,  and  there’s  no  reason 
whatever  why  you  should  not.  His  re- 
gard ” indeed  ! What  nonsense  !’ 

A faint  smile  crossed  the  girl’s  face. 
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‘ You  are  more  difficult  to  satisfy  even 
than  Captain  Stanhope,  mother,’  she  mur- 
mured gently  ; ^ but  then,  I think,  he  partly 
conjectured,  though  his  delicacy  prevented 
his  even  hinting  at  it,  that  there  might  be 
some  good  reason  for  my  firmness.’ 

‘ Child,  what  do  you  mean  V was  the  rapid 
retort.  ‘ What  reason  can  there  possibly  be  ? 
Tell  me  that !’ 

‘ Ask  my  father  if  he  has  any  idea,’ 
answered  Ethel,  willing  to  delay  as  long  as 
possible  the  inevitable  disclosure. 

For  a moment  Mrs.  Cress  well  stared 
blankly  at  her  daughter,  as  if  completely 
puzzled  by  her  last  words.  Then  a faint 
light  seemed  to  break  in  on  her,  and  some 
remembrance  of  her  husband’s  hint  of  the 
other  day  rose  in  her  mind. 

‘ It  cannot  be  ! You  don’t  mean,’  she 
gasped,  ‘ that  you  have  dared  to  have  another 
lover,  and  have  encouraged  young  Dashwood 
to  entertain  any  hopes?’ 

Ethel,  now  that  the  cat  was  really  out  of 
the  bag,  felt  immensely  relieved  ; and  yet. 
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for  the  moment,  her  difficulty  was  by  no 
means  over.  She  went  up  to  her  mother  and 
straightway  kissed  her. 

‘ Dear  mother,’  she  said  in  her  sweetest 
manner,  ‘ you  have  guessed  my  secret : I love 
Robert  Dash  wood,  and  never  can  love 
another.’ 

The  angry  flush  again  mounted  to  Mrs. 
Cress  well’s  brow,  and,  drawing  herself  to- 
gether, she  cast  a withering  look  at  her 
daughter. 

‘ I never  heard  of  such  a thing  as  this,  you 
little  minx  !’  she  shrieked,  quite  unable  to 
contain  herself,  and  giving  way  entirely  to 
her  intense  disappointment  and  disgust.  ‘ It 
is  not  as  if  you  had  fallen  unawares  into  the 
trap.  No  ; for  have  I not  given  you  every 
warning  possible,  and  told  you  I can  never 
agree  to  your  marrying  any  man  under  a 
Captain  ? Tell  me  that,  you  ungrateful 
girl !’ 

Ethel  again  bent  her  head  to  the  storm, 
not  immediately  replying. 

‘ Only  two  or  three  days  ago,’  continued 
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the  elder  lady  indignantly,  ‘ I was  saying 
this  to  your  father,  and  I did  think  I had 
made  it  all  safe.  But  no  : you  have  done  the 
very  thing  you  should  not  have  done,  and  all 
my  care  and  thought  foi*  you  have  gone  for 
nothing.  Beally,  it  is  too,  too  provoking!’ 

There  was  a tone  almost  of  wailing  in  these 
last  few  words,  which  touched  Ethel  deeply, 
and,  as  she  looked  up  at  her  mother  in  her 
most  captivating  manner,  she  showed  the 
regret  she  really  felt. 

‘Forgive  me,  ah,  forgive  me,  mother  mine!’ 
she  protested,  taking  Mrs.  Cresswell’s  hand 
in  hers,  and  stroking  it  gently.  ‘ Let  me 
confess  to  you  here  and  now  that  I have  been 
wicked,  and  have  given  you  great  cause  of 
annoyance  ; still,  you  will  surely  admit  that 
in  so  serious  a matter  I may  be  allowed  to  i 
have  a voice  of  my  own  ?’ 

This  mode  of  looking  at  the  affair  appeared 
to  strike  Mrs.  Cresswell  as  a new  idea,  and 
it  was  in  a decidedly  less  acrimonious  manner 
that  she  replied : 

‘ You  used  to  be  a good  child,  Ethel,  and 
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would  not  willingly  do  exactly  the  thing  you 
knew  I did  not  desire.’ 

The  girl  felt  all  the  more  a culprit  as  her 
mother’s  first  vehement  indignation  began  to 
calm  down  to  a gentler  sort  of  upbraiding, 
and  sincerely  regretted  the  vexation  she  was 
causing  her. 

‘ You  see,  darling,’  she  whispered,  ‘ one 
really  cannot  control  one’s  affections,  and  I 
do  love  Robert  so  dearlv  !’ 

‘ But  you  don’t  mean  you  have  positively 
accepted  him — -that  you  are  absolutely  en- 
gaged ?’  demanded  the  mother,  drawing  back 
a step  or  two. 

^Well — now,’  answered  Ethel  in  a low 
voice,  ‘ promise  me  absolution,  and  I’ll  con- 
fess everything ; not,  indeed,  that  there’s  any 
such  great  matter  to  confess,  after  all  I’ 

She  smiled  happily,  for  at  this  moment 
her  father  entered,  and  Ethel  knew  that  in 
him  she  would  have  a true  sympathizer. 

‘ Charles,’  cried  Mrs.  Cress  well,  ‘ what  do 
you  think  this  girl  has  been  doing  ? I’m  so 
angry  with  her  for  it,  and  she’s  not  at  all 
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ashamed  at  it  herself,  but  positively  asks  me 
to  forgive  her.’ 

The  Colonel  glanced  from  the  one  lady  to 
the  other  with  a questioning  look,  and 
thought  he  caught  in  his  daughter’s  eye 
some  hint  of  o^uidance. 

‘ Ethel  naughty,  and  yet  not  ashamed,  but 
asking  pardon  I’  he  exclaimed  with  an  assump- 
tion of  gravity  which  was  amusing.  ‘Well, 
I should  hazard  a conjecture,  from  what  I’ve 
seen,  it  may  be — umph — love  in  some  form 
or  other.  Am  I wroncf  V 

He  read  in  both  their  faces  his  answer. 

‘ Ah,’  he  went  on,  without  waiting  to  hear 
them  speak,  ‘ I see  I’ve  guessed  rightly. 
Now  for  the  “he.”  Ethel,  it  seems,  has 
pleased  herself— that’s  plain  enough.’ 

The  girl  blushed  her  assent  to  his  proposi- 
tion. 

‘ And  “ he,”  whoever  he  is,  does  not  please 
her  mother  ?’ 

‘ Oh,  father  dear,’  broke  in  Ethel,  ‘ don’t  say 
that,  pray  ! Mother  has  half  forgiven  both 
him  and  me  already.’ 
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‘ Has  she,  my  child  ? W ell,  I’m  glad  of  that.  ’ 

‘ She  was  just  going  to  pronounce  abso 
lution  when  you  came  in — now,  were  you 
not,  mother  darling  ?’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell’s  reply  was  to  shrug  her 
shoulders. 

‘ But  only  on  condition  of  my  full  con- 
fession,’ continued  the  girl  with  determina- 
tion. ‘ And  you’ll  forgive  me,  I know, 
dearest  father,  when  I confess  that  I’m 
engaged  to  Bobert  Dashwood  !’ 

‘ Dashwood  ! Ah — well — yes  !’  exclaimed 
the  Colonel. 

He  stopped  suddenly,  and  looked  at  Ethel ; 
then,  reading  in  her  face  the  least  shade  of 
disappointment,  went  on  : 

^ An  excellent  young  fellow — quite  one  of 
our  best  officers  : you  have  chosen  well,  my 
girl.  Come  and  kiss  me  !’ 

It  was  all  right  then  : Mrs.  Cresswell  even 
gave  up  her  objections  to  the  young  subaltern 
as  her  future  son-in-law,  and  it  seemed  as  if 
for  him  and  Ethel  a happy  sunny  future  was 
in  store. 
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CHAPTER  VIIL 

GATHERING  CLOUDS. 

And  yet  there  was  a great  deal  of  truth  in 
what  Ethel’s  ayah  had  told  her  mistress. 
Her  ideas  were  simply  the  reflection  of  the 
bazar  reports,  but  the  gossip  there  had  a real 
basis  of  fact  for  its  foundation,  and  strange 
things  were  being  rumoured,  and  stranger 
prophecies  uttered,  as  to  what  might  happen 
ere  the  year  was  out. 

That  same  evenine-  all  throimh  dinner 

o o 

Colonel  Cresswell,  as  his  wife  and  daughter 
both  noticed,  was  more  than  usually  pre- 
occupied ; and  as  a special  dak  had,  they 
knew,  just  come  in  from  Caubul,  it  seemed 
only  too  evident  that  there  might  be  serious 


news. 
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‘ Has  there  been  anything  fresh  from  out- 
side, Charles  V asked  Mrs.  Cresswell  as  they 
sat  presently  in  the  drawing-room.  ‘ Ethel 
tells  me  she  hears  ill  reports  are  going  about; 
but  here  we  have  nothing  to  fear,  I pre- 
sume V 

The  Colonel  looked  anxiously  at  his 
daughter,  as  if  for  some  explanation. 

‘ Oh,  father,’  she  said  in  a reassuring  tone, 
‘ 1 only  heard  one  or  two  absurd  expressions 
about  this  Akbar  Khan  and  what  he  may 
do ; but  no  doubt  it’s  all  ridiculous  exaggera- 
tion, and  our  people  can  take  very  good  care 
of  themselves.’ 

‘ I hope  so,  my  child — I hope  so  indeed,’ 
was  the  reply,  though  not  in  the  Colonel’s 
customary  cheery  tone. 

' I suppose  this  man  here  is  all  right  V 
demanded  the  elder  lady  in  a voice  of  some 
suspicion.  ' It  is  said  he  sympathizes  with 
the  Barukzyes — which,  indeed,  is  natural,  as 
he  is  one  of  the  tribe  himself,  isn’t  he  ?’ 

‘ Upon  my  word,  Elizabeth,  you  are  be- 
coming quite  a politician  !’  returned  her  bus- 
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band,  with  a faint  attempt  at  a smile.  ‘ But, 
seriously,  I don’t  much  fear  any  treachery  on 
his  part,  nor  does  Stanhope,  I think.’ 

Yet,  though  the  Colonel  used  these  words, 
Ins  manner  was  hardly  so  confident  as  usual. 

' Treachery !’  murmured  Mrs.  Cresswell, 
catching  at  the  word  and  dwelling  on  it. 
‘ I should  hope  not  indeed,  though  that 
murder  of  Sir  Alexander  Burnes  was  bad 
enouMi.’ 

' It  was,  without  doubt,  horrible !’  ex- 
claimed the  Colonel.  ' To  attack  him  in 
that  way  in  his  house,  and  then  persuade 
him,  having  assumed  the  dress  of  a native, 
to  come  down  into  the  garden  under  pretence 
of  safe  conduct,  only  to  betray  him  instantly 
to  the  infuriated  mob  ! It  was  treachery  of 
the  very  worst  kind.’ 

‘ They  cut  him  to  pieces  with  their  knives, 
did  thev  not  ?’  asked  Mrs.  Cresswell. 

c/ 

' Yes ; the  moment  he  stepped  into  the 
garden,  his  guide,  who  had  sworn  on  the 
KonTn  he  would  lead  him  to  a safe  place, 
called  out  in  a loud  voice,  ''  This  is  Sekunder 
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Burnes  !’'  That  was  enough  ; and,  led  by  a 
priest  of  the  Prophet,  the  maddened  people 
fell  on  him  with  fury,  despatching  at  the 
same  moment,  not  only  Sir  Alexander,  but 
his  younger  brother,  Charles  Burnes,  as  well.’ 

‘ Shocking !’  cried  Ethel,  who  had  not  be- 
fore heard  the  terrible  details.  ‘ What  crea- 
tures these  Afghans  must  be  !’ 

' And  poor  Mr.  Broadfoot,’  continued  her 
mother ; ‘ he  was  attacked  only  just  before 
this,  they  say.’ 

‘Yes,  indeed ; as  promising  a young  officer 
as  you  could  wish  to  see— one  altogether  of 
rare  parts,  and  a great  friend  of  Burnes.’ 

‘ And  they  killed  him,  too  V inquired  Ethel 
sadly. 

‘ Ay,’  answered  the  Colonel  with  a sigh. 

‘ He  was  standing  beside  his  friends,  the  two 
Burneses,  in  a gallery  of  the  upper  part  of 
their  house  in  the  centre  of  the  city ; below 
the  crowd  of  savage  Afghans  swayed  and 
surged,  intent  on  only  one  object,  and 
clamouring  aloud  for  that — the  lives  of  the 
English  officers  !’ 
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‘ How  extraordinary  !’  whispered  the  girl 
below  her  breath. 

‘ A bullet  struck  him,  and  he  fell,  and  the 
dogs  of  the  city  fed  upon  his  remains.’ 

‘ Poor  fellow  !’  exclaimed  both  the  ladies 
together.  ‘ What  a very,  very  sad  fate  !’ 

‘ That  was  the  beginning,’  went  on  the 
Colonel  ; ‘ but  the  rising  spread,  so  that  now 
matters  are  in  a most  critical  condition — -in 
Caubul,  at  any  rate.’ 

It  began  to  appear  to  Ethel  that  her 
ayah’s  alarm  was  only  too  well  justified,  but 
she  felt  how  desirable  it  was  to  help  her 
father  by  showing  as  plucky  a spirit  as 
possible. 

‘ Caubul  is  far  away,  dearest  father,’  she 
said,  ‘ and  as  long  as  we  have  you,  and 
Captain  Stanhope,  and — and  Pobert,  here, 
\A'e  need  fear  nothino^.’ 

‘ We  will  do  all  we  can,  my  child,’  responded 
the  Colonel,  looking  affectionately  at  the  girl 
— ‘ all  that  is  possible  ; and  we  must  just  hope 
for  the  best.’ 

‘ Yes,  of  course,  Charles,’  assented  Mrs.^ 
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Cresswell  ; ‘ and,  after  all,  I at  any  rate  have 
great  faith  in  you,  and  so  agree  entirely  with 
Ethel; 

‘ Now,  I like  to  hear  that,  Elizabeth,  and 
I can  only  say  you  may  have  need  of  all  your 
endurance  and  energy  before  long.’ 

‘ Why,  what  more  is  there  to  make  you 
speak  so  gravely  V she  demanded.  ‘ Has 
Captain  Stanhope  taken  alarm  in  any  way — 
or  what  is  it  V 

The  Colonel  did  not  reply,  and  it  was  plain 
he  hardly  cared  to  specify  the  immediate 
cause  of  his  trouble. 

‘ No,’  he  said  presently ; ‘ it  isn’t  what 
Stanhope  thinks,  for  there’s  not  a braver 
fellow  among  us  all ; in  fact,  his  only  fault  is 
that,  for  a political  officer,  he’s  if  anything  a 
little  too  fearless.’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell  looked  inquiringly  at  her 
husband. 

^ You  know,’  he  continued,  ‘ he  had  to  see 
the  Sirdar  to-day  on  an  important  matter, 
and  rode  to  the  castle.’ 

‘ Certainly,’  interrupted  Mrs.  Cresswell. 
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‘ I saw  him,  as  I told  Ethel,  on  his  way 
up,  and  we  had  a few  pleasant  words 
together.’ 

‘ Well,  Elizabeth,  I’m  dreadfully  anxious 
about  him — that’s  the  long  and  the  short  of 
it ; for  you  know  how  many  hours  ago  that 
is,  and  he  has  not  returned,  nor  has  there  been 
any  sign  of  him  seen,  nor  any  communication 
received  from  him.’ 

‘ Strange,  indeed  !’  murmured  Ethel,  look- 
ing anxiously  at  her  mother,  as  if  she,  who 
had  last  held  converse  with  the  missing  man, 
were  most  likely  to  suggest  some  solution  of 
the  mystery.  But  the  elder  lady  had  no 
explanation  to  offer. 

‘ Extraordinary !’  she  exclaimed,  just  as 
much  perplexed  as  the  others,  and  for  the 
moment  realizing  almost  more  than  they  did 
the  fear  that  some  great  catastrophe  might 
even  then  be  happening. 

‘ He  had  no  escort,’  said  the  Colonel — 

‘ none,  that  is,  beyond  the  two  troopers  behind 
him.’ 

‘ No,  certainly  not,’  agreed  his  wife,  after  a 
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moment’s  thought.  ‘ I recollect  quite  well 
noticing  that.’ 

‘ And  so  often  as  I had  spoken  to  him 
about  it !’  muttered  the  Colonel  to  himself 
rather  than  aloud.  ‘ But  he  was  utterly  fear- 
less of  danger — utterly.’ 

‘ Charles,’  broke  in  Mrs.  Cresswell  in  a 
distressed  tone,  ‘ you  don’t  really  think 
that  wretch  of  a Sirdar  has  seized  Captain 
Stanhope  ? Surely  it’s  not  so  serious  as  all 
that  ?’ 

Colonel  Cresswell  shook  his  head. 

‘ The  troopers  have  returned,’  he  observed 
gravely,  ‘ saying  the  sahib  dismounted  in  the 
castle-yard  and  entered  the  house  as  usual, 
and  they  did  not  see  him  again.’ 

‘ Why  did  they  leave  him  there  ?’  was 
Mrs.  Cresswell’s  next  very  pertinent 
question. 

‘ Their  story  is  that,  after  waiting  more 
than  a couple  of  hours,  they  were  desired  by 
Mahomed  Shah  Khan  himself,  who  came  out 
to  them,  to  go  back,  leading  with  them 
the  Agent’s  horse,  as  he  had  suddenly 
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become  unwell,  and  could  not  undertake  the 
ride.  ’ 

‘ How  unfortunate  !’  exclaimed  Ethel 
simply. 

‘ Absurd  !’  cried  her  mother  scorn  fully- 
^ absurd  on  the  face  of  it !’ 

The  Colonel  rose  and  took  a few  steps  along 
the  floor. 

‘ I have  sent  up  two  urgent  messages,’  he 
resumed,  ‘ but  the  answer  has  each  time  been 
simply  that  Stanhope  cannot  write,  being  on 
his  back  with  a sudden  attack  of  fever.’ 

‘ Then,  why  not  send  Dr.  Lestock  up  to 
him  V urged  Mrs.  Cresswell  in  no  uncertain 
tone.  ‘ Surely  that  seems  simple  enough  ?’ 

‘ Simple — yes,’  was  the  reply. 

‘ Then,  what  doubt  can  there  be  ?’ 

‘Well,  though  Lestock  is  perfectly  ready 
and  anxious  to  venture,  there  are  reasons 
for  doubting  entirely  the  story  about  ill- 
ness.’ 

Mrs.  Cresswell  was  silent  for  a moment. 

‘ I see,’  she  next  remarked,  with  meaning ; 

‘ then,  you  really  do  fear  this  Sirdar  may  be 
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playing  a double  game — ^that,  in  fact,  he  is 
detaining  Captain  Stanhope  as  a prisoner  in 
his  fort !’ 

‘ Oh,  father!’  cried  Ethel,  with  a terrified 
look  ; ‘ I thought  he  was  our  ally,  and  quite 
true  to  us.’ 

The  Colonel  suddenly  stood  still  in  the 
middle  of  the  floor. 

' I would  send  up  Lestock  at  once,’  he  said, 
' but  I’ve  been  to  Stanhope’s  room,  and  found 
there  a letter  in  Persian,  which  Dashwood 
has  deciphered,  warning  him  of  most  im- 
minent danger  and  secret  plotting,  and 
announcing  that  all  the  Feringhis  will  be 
cut  off.’ 

‘ How  dreadful  !’  exclaimed  the  ladies  in  a 
breath. 

^ His  unknown  and  mysterious  corre- 
spondent offers  to  save  him,  provided  he  is 
wise  and  submissive ; but  the  fellow  does 
not  sign  his  name,  and  doubtless  Stanhope 
threw  his  warning  on  one  side  as  worthless, 
and  only  intended  to  prevent  his  doing  his 
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' He  is  a man  without  fear/  observed  Mrs. 
Ch-esswell  quietly. 

‘ He  is  indeed,  Elizabeth,  and  I would  give 
much  to  have  him  back  among  us,  for  this 
suspense  is  terrible.’ 

It  was  plain  to  see  by  the  Colonel’s  face, 
now  that  he  had  opened  his  mind  to  his 
wife  and  daughter,  how  fearfully  anxious 
he  was. 

^ You  know,’  he  continued,  ‘ if  there  is 
treachery  at  work,  it  wouldn’t  be  fair  to 
expose  Lestock  to  it — to  allow  him  also  to 
be  drawn  into  this  fellow’s  trap.’ 

^No,  certainly  not,  Charles.’ 

^ Yet  again,  if  Stanhope  is  really  ill,  how 
Inhuman  not  to  send  him  medical  aid  !’ 

To  this  the  ladies  silently  agreed,  but  it 
was  difficult,  they  felt,  to  know  what  more 
advice  to  ffive. 

O 

^ I have,  of  course,’  continued  the  Colonel, 
‘had  a consultation  with  the  senior  officers, 
but  all  are  puzzled  by  the  circumstances  and 
the  strange  character  of  the  difficulty.’ 

‘ What  does  Captain  Stanhope’s  native 
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assistant,  Heera  Lall,  say  V asked  Mrs. 
Cresswell  shrewdly.  ‘ He  ought  to  have  an 
opinion  in  the  matter,  one  would  think.’ 

‘ Quite  right,  Elizabeth,’  returned  her  hus- 
band quickly  ; ‘ and,  of  course,  I have  taken 
him  into  our  councils,  as  one  who  under- 
stands the  Afghan  character  thoroughly.’ 

‘ I’m  relieved  to  hear  that,  Charles.’ 

‘ Even  now  he  is  making  inquiries  through 
his  subordinates,  the  result  of  which  may 
come  in  at  any  moment ; but  I see  he  takes 
a gloomy  view,  and  possibly  knows  more 
than  he  cares  to  divulge.’ 

All  seemed  to  feel  how  grave  matters 
must  be  if  the  Moonshi  Heera  Lall  had  this 
impression,  for  their  faith  in  him  was  great. 

‘ Naturally,’  said  the  Colonel,  ‘ it  was 
proposed  to  send  up  to  the  castle  an  armed 
j)arty  to  demand  Stanhope’s  surrender  from 
Mahomed  Shah  ; but  Heera  Lall  pointed 
out  how  the  Sirdar  is  our  “ friend  ” and 
ally,  and  how  we  should  at  once  be  at 
daggers  drawn  with  him  through  such  a 
proceeding.  ’ 
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‘ Still,  if  he  is  detainiiig  Captain  Stan- 
hope in  defiance  of  all  the  laws  of  right 
and  hospitality  V 

‘ Yes,  Elizabeth,  but  we  are  not  sure  of 
that— at  present,  at  any  rate  ; therein  lies 
the  whole  point  of  the  matter.  And  then, 
as  Heera  Lall  puts  it,  supposing  poor  Stan- 
hope has  really  been  kidnapped,  will  it  not 
be  the  worse  for  him  if  we  demand  his 
release  at  the  point  of  the  bayonet  V 

‘ Ah,  I see  the  difficulty,’  was  the  unwill- 
ing reply. 

‘No,’  resumed  the  Colonel  ; ‘ we  must 

discover  exactly  how  we  stand  in  reference 
to  this  Afghan  chief,  and,  whatever  we  do, 
act  fairly  and  considerately  towards  him.’ 

‘ I’m  sure  you  would  never  behave  other- 
wise to  anyone,  father  dear,’  put  in  Ethel. 

‘ I hope  not,  my  child — I hope  not.’ 

At  this  moment  a horse’s  gallop  was 
heard  outside,  and  immediately  Dashwood 
entered,  looking  graver  than  Ethel  had  ever 
seen  him. 

‘ Can  I have  a word  with  vou.  Colonel  ?’ 
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he  asked,  after  hastily  greeting  the  party. 
‘ It’s  something  important,  but,  after  all, 

need  be  no  secret — amongst  us  here,  that 

• ? 

IS. 

‘ You’ve  seen  Heera  Lall,  and  he  has 
ascertained  the  truth  about  Stanhope  V 
asked  the  Colonel  anxiously. 

' I have ; Heera  Lall  will  be  here  pre- 
sently. Stanhope  is  simply  a prisoner  in 
that  scoundrel’s  hands,  and  these  are  all  lies 
about  his  illness — abominable  lies  !’ 

‘ The  villain  !’  muttered  Colonel  Cress  well 
between  his  teeth. 

‘ How  dreadful  I’  exclaimed  the  ladies 
together. 

‘Well,’  continued  Dash  wood,  ‘as  I say, 
the  Moonshi  will  bring  his  report  to  you 
directly ; but  my  horse  is  quicker  than  his 
palki,  so  I cantered  on  with  this  painful 
news.’ 

‘ I’m  not  surprised,’  said  the  Colonel,  after 
a slight  pause,  seeing  how  the  other  three 
were  looking  at  him  as  if  for  an  expression 
of  opinion,  ‘ at  this  Afghan  turning  out  to 
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be  the  faithless  perfidious  villain  I have 
always  considered  him ; but  why,  exactly 
at  this  moment,  he  should  seize  our  Agent, 
and  so  pick  an  immediate  and  inevitable 
quarrel  with  us,  is  a puzzling  thing/ 

‘ You  don’t  forget  that  letter,  sir,’  asked 
Dashwood,  ‘ written,  you  will  recollect,  only 
two  or  three  days  ago  ? I mean  that  in 
Persian  ?’ 

‘ No,  Robert,  of  course  not  ; we  have  just 
been  speaking  of  it,  and  I intend  to  take 
Heera  Lall’s  opinion  on  it.’ 

‘ He  is  a very  shrewd  fellow,’  responded 
the  young  officer,  ‘ and  will  find  out  as  soon 
as  anybody  what  it  means.’ 

' Yes,  and  I feel  it  may  lead  us  to  some- 
thinof — who  knows  V 

8o  speaking.  Colonel  Cresswell  drew  forth 
from  his  pocket  the  little  Persian  note  that 
had  so  exercised  him,  and  the  next  moment 
the  shuffling  of  feet  was  heard  outside,  and 
they  all  knew  that  Heera  Lall’s  bearers  had, 
by  the  light  of  a couple  of  flickering  torches, 
carried  their  master’s  palki  up  to  the  door. 
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‘ Not  an  instant  is  to  be  lost  if  we  are 
to  get  Stanhope  back  in  safety,’  whispered 
the  Colonel  to  Dashwood  ; ‘ therefore  do 
you  summon  the  war  council  to  meet  here 
immediately.  I shall  detain  Heera  Lall,  of 
course,  for  he  can  give  us  most  valuable 
advice.’ 

The  young  orderly  officer,  for  so  Dash- 
wood  had  just  been  appointed,  needed  no 
second  word  to  start  him  off,  for  his  anxietv 
respecting  his  friend  was  deep  and  sincere, 
and  his  task  was  a specially  grateful  one, 
because  it  indicated  that  the  hour  of  action 
had  arrived.  Meantime  Heera  Lall  had 
been  admitted  to  the  Colonel’s  sanctum, 
there  to  give  him  the  latest  particulars  he 
had  been  able  to  collect  respecting  the  un- 
warrantable and  treacherous  seizure  of  the 
political  Agent. 
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SUSPICIONS. 

‘ III  !’  laughed  Mahomed  Shah  Khan,  as  he 
sat  in  his  room  at  the  castle  in  consultation 
with  Meer  Ushruff  Ali,  his  secretary.  ‘ 111 
— Stanhope  Sahib  ill  ! If  they  believe  that, 
inshallah  ! they  will  swallow  anything.’ 

Tlie  secretary  chuckled. 

‘ These  Feringhis  are,  as  we  know,  my  lord, 
but  simple  people,’  he  observed  in  a gentle 
voice,  ‘ and  this  common  expedient  of  illness 
— with  us  in  the  East  a mere  form  of  speech 
- — becomes  with  them  a serious  and  solid 
belief’ 

‘ Hah,  hah  ! So  it  seems — so  it  seems. 
The  only  question  is,  how  long  they  are  likely 
to  be  our  du]ies  in  the  matter.’ 
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‘ That  depends  on  the  will  of  Allah,  my 
lord,  for  He  alone  can  decide/  murmured 
Ushruff  Ali  with  unction,  looking  steadily  at 
his  master  through  his  spectacles. 

‘ We  are  all  subject  to  Him  ; He  only  is 
Omnipotent,’  echoed  the  Sirdar.  ‘ Still,  I 
have  had  two  urgent  messages  from  the 
Colonel  Sahib,  and  you  know  the  replies  I 
have  sent  back.  How  long  will  they  satisfy 
him,  do  you  think  ?’ 

The  Meer  Sahib  shook  his  head. 

‘ ’Tis  impossible  for  your  servant  to  con- 
jecture,’ he  answered.  ‘ Supposing,  for  in- 
stance, the  Colonel  Sahib  were  alone,  such  is 
his  honest  credulity,  I should  not  be  sur- 
prised if  he  were  to  present  himself  at 
your  Highness’s  gate,  or,  as  it  is  a case 
of  fever,”  if  the  Doctor  Sahib  were  to 
arrive.’ 

‘ Shabash  ! shabash  !’  cried  the  delighted 
Sirdar.  ‘ Really,  Meer  Sahib,  you  are  too 
comic,  with  that  solemn  look  of  yours.’ 

Ushrulf  Ali  took  off  his  spectacles  and 
wiped  them  carefully  with  his  fine  silk 
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handkerchief.  Then,  holding  the  latter 
up  between  his  delicate  hands,  he  went 
on  : 

‘ These  Feringhis  are  as  soft  and  ductile  as 
their  own  beautiful  goods — as  this  bit  of  silk, 
for  instance,  which  I can  wind  round  my 
little  finger  without  an  effort.’ 

‘ True  enough — up  to  a certain  point,’ 
agreed  Mahomed  Shah  in  a more  serious 
manner. 

‘ Quite  so,’  agreed  the  secretary ; ‘ your 
Honour  is,  as  ever,  right.  There  is  a limit 
even  to  their  simple  faith.  God  only  knows 
it.  But  they  have  an  adviser  among  them 
who  is  not  so  easily  bamboozled — a man  I 
fear  more  than  any  Feringhi.’ 

‘You  mean  Heera  Ball,  1 suppose  V 

‘ Certainly  I do.’ 

For  a moment  the  Sirdar  was  silent. 

‘ They  are  sure  to  consult  him — I see  that,’ 
he  said  presently  ; ‘ and  he  will  take  care  to 
keep  beyond  our  reach,  not  possessing  the 
boldness  of  his  master.’ 

‘ No,  indeed,’  was  the  reply,  spoken  in  a 
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tone  of  sarcasm  ; ‘ your  Highness  will  not 
find  him  fall  so  easily  into  your  net.’ 

‘ Inshallah  ! what  matters  that,  now  we 
have  his  principal  within  our  power  ?’  ex- 
claimed the  Afghan  Chief  savagely.  ‘ He  is 
worth  half  a dozen  natives  in  Akbar  Khan’s 
eyes,  is  he  not  V 

' Most  gracious  one,  you  have  said  it,’ 
agreed  Ushruff  Ali. 

‘ Now,  there  can  be  no  doubt  things  are 
still  going  well  at  Caubul,  and  the  English 
are  being  pushed  more  and  more  into  a 
corner,’  proceeded  the  Sirdar. 

‘ Undoubtedly  ; our  last  reports  bear  that 
out  to  the  letter,’  assented  the  other  readily. 

‘ It  is  necessary,  therefore,  we  should  gain 
our  Prince’s  favour,  and,  as  a first  step  to 
that,  we  could  not  have  done  better  than 
secure  the  person  of  the  Agent.’ 

‘ It  was  so  fated,’  murmured  the  secretary, 

‘ by  the  Most  High,  and  nothing  could  have 
fallen  in  better  with  your  Highness’s  plans.’ 

^ Aha!  you  speak  only  truth  there,’  hissed 
the  Chief,  his  lip  curling  cruelly  as  he  sjDoke. 
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‘ Write,  then,  to  the  Sirdar  Akbar  Khan, 
stating  how  God  has  delivered  this  enemy 
into  our  hands,  and  ask  what  his  pleasure 
may  be  regarding  him.’ 

The  secretary  could  not  conceal  his  surprise 
at  this  direction. 

‘ Certainly,’  he  began,  ‘ if  that  is  your 
Honour’s  command,  it  shall  be  obeyed  ; but  I 
had  thought — that  is,  I fancied ’ 

‘ I know  what  you  would  say,’  interposed 
Mahomed  Shah  impatiently.  ‘ But,  though 
we  professedly  place  at  the  disposal  of  the 
Prince  this  prisoner  we  have  taken,  there’s 
no  reason  whatever  why  we  should  not  mean- 
time put  his  courage  to  the  test  by  the  means 
that  Allah  has  graciously  given  us  for  the 
purpose.  ’ 

Ushruff  Ali  smiled  significantly. 

‘ Good,’  he  muttered — ‘ very  good  ! As 
long  as  life  is  left,  your  Highness  intends 
to  use  this  English  sahib,  no  matter  how 
roughly  V 

‘ Hah,  you  have  guessed  it,  my  astute 
secretary,’  assented  the  Chief,  showing  his 
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glistening  teeth  in  a cruel  grin.  ' His 
ransom,  you  understand,  will  be  a large  one 
— we  will  make  it  bigger  than  they  can 
possibly  pay — and  till  they  produce  it  we 
can  amuse  ourselves  with  him  down  below. 
Even,  it  might  be,  we  could  turn  him  into  a 
Mahomedan — and  so  please  the  Merciful 
One,  to  whom  be  all  praise  !’ 

/ 1 see,  your  Honour.’ 

‘ Of  course,  other  considerations  come  in — 
private  reasons,  which  weigh  strongly  with 
me  against  this  wretch.’ 

The  Sirdar’s  face  assumed  its  gloomiest 
expression,  and  he  glared  at  Ushruh*  Ali  as  if 
unable  to  conceal  the  jealous  hatred  of  the 
unhappy  Stanhope  that  possessed  him. 

' I thought  there  might  possibly  be  other 
grounds  that  influenced  your  Highness,’ 
assented  the  secretary  in  his  simplest 
manner. 

‘ You  yourself  know  them  well,’  muttered 
the  Chief  sullenly ; ‘ you  are  aware  of  the 
injury  my  honour  has  sustained  from  this 
unbelieving  scoundrel,  for  have  you  not  told 
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me  of  Shah  Jehari — of  the  letters  he  has  had 
from  her,  even  within  the  last  day  or  two  ? 
And  do  I not  feel,  can  I not  perceive  with 
my  own  eyes,  how  he  has  drawn  her  away 
from  me  to  himself — how  he  has  absorbed 
her  love  in  his  own  detestable  being,  leaving 
for  her  husband  no  remnant  even  of  the 
small  measure  of  affection  she  once  bore  me  ?’ 

He  ceased  a moment,  and  the  quick  glance 
of  the  secretary  through  his  glasses  showed 
no  little  delight  at  the  strong  feeling  his 
master  betrayed  ; yet,  though  Ushruff  Ali 
had  his  own  reasons  for  this,  it  would  not 
have  done  to  reveal  them. 

‘ Ah  ! they  think  I am  unaware  of  their 
detestable  love-making,  that  I know  nothing 
of  their  guilty  passion  ; and,  forsooth,  that  I 
am  ignorant  of  that  last  adventure  in  the 
street,  when  he  was  so  close  to  her — she 
would  have  me  believe  by  the  merest  chance 
— as  to  be  able  to  save  her  from  the  clutches 
of  that  disreputable  cousin  of  hers  !’ 

The  secretary  moved  his  head,  as  if  in 
agreement  with  this  outburst. 
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‘ As  if  this  son  of  an  unbelieving  mother 
would  risk  his  miserable  carcass  in  a quarrel 
with  Feroze  Khan  for  a mere  stranger,  whom 
he  had  simply  met  by  the  way,  and  with 
whom  he  had  had  no  previous  connection  !’ 

‘ Absurd,  indeed,  on  the  face  of  it,  your 
Honour !’ 

‘ That’s  her  story,  Meer  Sahib,’  cried  the 
Sirdar  angrily,  * told  me  by  her  own  pretty 
lips  but  an  hour  ago.’ 

Ushruff  Ali  lifted  his  hands  in  astonish- 
ment. 

‘ Truly  a husband  cannot  trust  his  wife  in 
these  matters,’  he  observed  dryly,  ‘ and  we 
know  that  all  women  were  born  to  deceive  us.’ 

Mahomed  Shah  looked  piercingly  at  him  ; 
then,  laughing  coarsely,  he  rose  from  his 
seat. 

‘ Your  experience  among  the  sex  has  made 
you  a philosopher,’  he  exclaimed,  ‘ and  doubt- 
less it  was  written  in  the  book  of  Shah 
Jehan’s  life  that  she  should  impose  on  me.’ 

‘ Otherwise  she  would  not  be  a woman,’ 
rejoined  the  secretary  with  decision.  ‘ What 
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now  would  your  Highness  desire  ? Am  I 
not  to  write  to  the  Sirdar  Akbar  Khan  to 
report  of  matters  generally  at  Ghilzan,  as 
well  as  to  announce  the  lucky  capture  of  the 
Sahib  ?’ 

‘ All  in  good  time  ; an  hour  sooner  or  later 
makes  no  difference  for  that/  replied  the 
Chief,  drawing  himself  up  and  preparing  to 
leave  the  chamber.  ‘ Let  us  pay  a visit  to 
our  prisoner,  for  there  are  interesting  ques- 
tions to  be  asked  him ; and  before  he  is  con- 
demned to  the  torture  or  the  pit,  it  is  but 
fair  he  should  have  his  chance,  a poor  one 
though  it  be.’ 

‘ You  were  ever  considerate  and  merciful,’ 
remarked  the  secretary  in  his  softest  manner, 
rising  to  follow  his  master,  and  carefully  de- 
positing his  pen  and  other  writing  materials 
in  his  cummerbund. 

‘ Inshallah,  but  you  are  right  there  !’  re- 
turned the  Sirdar  grimly,  as  he  led  the  way 
down  the  narrow  staircase,  ‘ save,  of  course, 
where  these  infidels  who  care  not  for  religion 
are  concerned.’ 
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‘ They  deserve  to  suffer  all  the  more,  being 
unbelievers,’  echoed  Ushruff  Ali.  ‘ Let  this 
man,  then,  bite  the  finger  of  repentance  !’ 

‘ Aha  ! you  say  that,  oh,  most  discreet 
secretary  ! We’ll  quickly  see  if  we  cannot 
induce  even  him  to  do  our  bidding,  obstinate 
though  he  be.’ 


[ 136  ] 


CHAPTEE  X. 

THE  PRISONER  IN  THE  TOWER. 

Mahomed  Shah  and  his  secretary  had 
reached  a passage  constructed  apparently  in 
the  thickness  of  the  wall,  for  the  view  from 
a loophole  just  above,  that  gave  them  an 
imperfect  light,  showed  how  close  they  were 
to  the  ditch  of  the  castle  ; in  fact,  it  was 
evident  they  were  standing  at  the  western 
angle  of  one  of  its  more  important  towers. 

They  here  came  upon  a man  evidently  on 
guard,  his  naked  tulwar  ready  drawn  — a 
savage-looking  Afghan,  wrapped  in  his  long 
coat  of  fur,  and  carrying  in  his  belt  the  for- 
midable knife  in  constant  use  among  his 
countrymen. 

‘ Well,  Azeez,’  said  the  Chief  in  a low 
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voice,  ‘ has  your  prisoner  been  quiet,  or  have 
you  had  trouble  with  him  in  any  way  V 

The  fellow  grinned  from  ear  to  ear  as  he 
repKed  in  a voice  that  more  resembled  the 
croak  of  a raven  than  the  tones  of  a man  : 

' Chosen  of  heaven,  the  Feringhi  has  been 
discreet  so  far : I have  heard  no  sound, 
though  I have  listened  carefully  at  intervals.’ 

‘ Ah,  he  is  brave  at  present ; we  shall  see 
how  long  that  continues.  Unlock  and  open 
the  door.’ 

The  heavv  bar  that,  fitting  into  the  wall, 
ran  right  across  from  one  door-post  to  the 
other  having  with  some  difficulty  been  re- 
moved, the  sentry,  who  acted  also  as  gaoler, 
drew  forth  the  key,  and,  turning  it  in  the 
lock,  made  the  clumsy  door  slowly  open,  re- 
vealing a steep  flight  of  steps  leading  down 
into  the  chamber.  Mahomed  Shah,  who  was 
fully  armed,  paused  a moment  on  the  thres- 
hold. 

‘ Call  Abdool,  and  give  over  the  key  to 
him ; I want  you  to  accompany  me,  - in  case 
the  sahib  ffives  trouble.’ 
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At  the  sound  of  a low  whistle  another 
sentry  appeared,  accompanied  by  a third  ill- 
looking  fellow,  both  armed  to  the  teeth, 
so  that  it  seemed  safe  for  the  Sirdar  to 
descend. 

The  room  they  now  entered  was  a miser- 
able apartment,  square,  and  with  four  rough 
stone  walls  of  great  height  surrounding  it ; 
nor  was  it  difficult  to  discover  how,  in  reality, 
it  consisted  simply  of  the  space  contained 
within  the  tower  at  this  corner  of  the  ram- 
parts, bounded  below  by  an  irregularly-laid 
and  disgustingly  filthy  floor. 

On  this  floor  was  placed  a native  bedstead, 
consisting  of  four  short  legs  with  intervening 
rails,  between  which  ropes  of  the  coarsest 
had  been  drawn  across  and  across,  so  that  it 
was  just  possible  to  recline  on  it ; but  there 
was  no  bedding  whatever,  no  pillow  for  the 
head,  and — even  worse  perhaps  than  all  else 
— this  native  charpoy  was  so  infested  with 
active  and  nauseous  vermin  as  to  be  utterly 
unusable  by  any  but  the  most  determined 
slee23er. 
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The  light  being  of  the  faintest,  it  was 
some  seconds  after  his  descent  of  the  stairs 
ere  the  Afghan  Sirdar  discovered  at  the 
further  corner  of  this  miserable  cell  the  cap- 
tive he  had  so  recently  made  ; but,  as  his 
eyes  became  accustomed  to  the  gloom,  he 
presently  recognized  him. 

Arthur  Stanhope  stood  surveying  the  little 
group,  apparently  wondering  what  was  going 
to  happen  ; but,  as  Mahomed  Shah’s  eyes  met 
his,  he  instantly  broke  the  silence. 

‘ Have  you  come  at  length  to  see  the  folly 
and  wickedness  of  your  course  in  so  treacher- 
ously entrapping  the  representative  of  the 
Government,  whose  person  is  sacred,  and 
imprisoning  him  in  this  abominable  dun- 
geon V he  demanded. 

Measured  as  were  the  words,  calm  and 
dignified  as  was  the  voice,  it  was  apparent 
to  all  how  difficult  he  found  it  to  speak  with 
moderation. 

The  Chief,  keeping  his  gaze  fixed  on  his 
prisoner,  gave  no  reply. 

‘ I have  been  here  too  long — how  long  I 
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know  not  exactly — hours  and  hours  it  seems 
to  me.’ 

‘ But  four  short  hours  — is  not  that  so, 
Meer  Sahib  V protested  the  Sirdar,  showing 
his  teeth  in  a ghastly  smile,  and  half  turning 
to  his  secretary. 

‘ Barely  that,  your  Highness ; but  the 
time  may  have  passed  slowly  with  the  sahib,’ 
answered  Ushruff  Ali  in  a suggestive  manner. 

The  tone  of  his  remark  struck  a dis- 
cordant note  on  the  ear  of  the  unfortunate 
Stanhope,  yet  he  maintained  his  brave  bear- 
ing nevertheless. 

‘ Do  you  mean  my  prison  door  is  not  even 
yet  open  — that  you  have  not  already 
repented  your  cursed  perfidy  V he  exclaimed 
indignantly. 

‘ Gently,  my  friend,  gently  ; pray  do  not 
show  impatience  at  what  has  befallen  you,’ 
replied  the  Sirdar  with  complacence.  ‘ You 
have  much  to  learn  yet,  and  this  I can  tell 
you  for  certain  : the  English  are  not  going  to 
have  a good  time  of  it  in  Afghanistan  just 
now,  while  your  own  particular  fortunes  and 
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life  have,  as  was  fated,  been  placed  by  Allah 
absolutely,  for  good  or  ill,  in  my  hands.’ 

It  was  all  the  English  officer  could  do  to 
refrain  from  striking  the  cowardly  villain  in 
the  face  ; but  from  this,  unarmed  as  he  was, 
he  fortunately  desisted. 

‘ Do  you  think,’  he  cried,  his  voice  rising  in 
anger  at  the  cynical  tone  of  the  Chief,  ‘ you 
will  be  allowed  to  detain  me  in  this  vile  pest- 
house  a single  hour  after  it  is  known  how 
you  so  basely,  in  contravention  of  all  the 
usages  of  honour  and  of  the  unwritten  law, 
have  made  me  a captive  V 

Mahomed  Shah  replied  by  a low  laugh. 

‘ Placed  by  God  in  your  hands  !’  continued 
Stanhope,  now  thoroughly  roused,  and  unable 
to  contain  himself.  ‘ W ould  He,  do  you 
think,  approve  of  such  a breach  of  faith  as 
this  that  you  have  committed — you,  the  pre- 
tended ally  of  the  English  Government, 
and  my  own  personal  and  particular  friend  V 
It  seemed  as  if  this  appeal  had  touched 
some  chord  of  shame  or  remorse  even  in  the 
hard  nature  of  the  Afghan,  for  he  drew  back 
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a step,  regarding  his  prisoner,  as  it  seemed, 
with  pity  ; yet  the  hesitation  was  only 
apparent,  as  his  reply  immediately  showed. 

' Things  have  changed,  sahib,  within  the 
last  few  days — changed  at  Caubul,  and  are 
now  changing  all  over  the  country.  This 
hated  dynasty  is  doomed,  I tell  you  ; the 
Sudozyes  are  condemned,  and  will  all  be 
swept  away  to  death  or  banishment,  while 
their  Feringhi  friends  and  supporters  must 
go  with  them — to  the  uttermost  Jehannum, 
it  may  be  !’ 

Stanhope,  brave  though  he  was,  felt  far 
from  easy  on  hearing  this  announcement, 
which,  indeed,  seemed  to  have  a genuine 
ring  about  it ; hut  he  knew  his  duty. 

' It  is  not  for  me,’  he  said,  ‘ to  argue  this 
matter  of  policy  with  you — far  from  it.  All 
I have  to  demand  is  that  you  instantly  set 
me  at  liberty,  and  if.  Sirdar,  you  refuse  com- 
pliance, the  whole  force  of  the  English  will 
attack  you.’ 

For  a moment  there  was  a pause  ; then  the 
Afghan  spoke  : 
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‘ You  have  heard  how  Sekunder  Burnes 
was  cut  down  at  Caubul,  sahib  : so  will  you 
and  all  your  people  be  cut  down  here  ; for 
the  Barukzyes  are  to  reign,  and  they  will 
brook  no  interference  from  the  Kafirs.’ 

‘ I have  said  I will  not  discuss  these  affairs 
with  you — this  is  no  place  for  it.  Your  first 
duty  is  to  let  me  depart  in  safety  to  the 
cantonment,  and  that,  at  this  moment,  is  the 
sole  point  of  difference  between  us.’ 

The  Sirdar  glanced  at  his  secretary  ere  he 
replied. 

‘Not  so  — quite,’  he  resumed;  ‘there  is 
another  question  that  requires  attention.’ 

Arthur  wondered  what  this  could  be,  nor 
was  it  difficult  to  read  from  his  face  the" 
feeling  uppermost  at  that  moment  in  his 
mind. 

‘ You  may  affect  ignorance,  sahib,’  con- 
tinued the  Chief,  speaking  in  a lower  voice 
than  he  had  yet  done  ; ‘ but  you  know  well 
what  I have  now  to  advert  to.’ 

Arthur  shook  his  head. 

‘ It  is  to  the  private  injury — the  base 
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and  irreparable  wrong — you  have  done  me, 
that  I refer.’ 

Still  the  incredulous  expression  remained, 
and  in  addition  a faint  smile  curled  the 
prisoner’s  lip. 

The  Sirdar  mistook  it  for  a taunt,  and  half 
unsheathed  his  tulwar  as  if  to  cut  down  the 
unarmed  man  ; but,  Ushruff  Ali  whispering 
in  his  ear,  he  desisted,  and  went  on  in  an 
increasingly  agitated  manner  : 

‘Wronged  — shamefully  wronged  I have 
been,  and  by  you,  as  you  are  well  aware,  in 
spite  of  that  absurd  assumption  of  ignorance 
that  becomes  you  so  badly.’ 

Stanhope,  more  than  ever  convinced  there 
was  some  misunderstanding,  shrewdly  began, 
in  consequence  ot  Ushruff  Ali’s  evident  and 
profound  interest  in  the  turn  matters  had 
taken,  to  suspect  him  of  a share  in  it ; nor 
was  this  conviction  lessened  by  the  glance 
the  secretary  gave  his  master  ere  the  latter 
proceeded  further,  in  a tone  of  ill-suppressed 
feeling  : 

‘ You  know  nothing  of  one  who  is  closely 
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allied  to  me — you  have  not  met  her — have 
not  corresponded  with  her  ? I suppose  you 
will  have  the  effrontery  to  deny  all  these 
impeachments  which  I now  make  V 

He  stopped  a moment  as  if  waiting  a reply, 
but  none  coming,  he  continued  : 

' ’Tis  all  well  enough  to  maintain  that 
brazen  look,  and  you  Feringhis  are  adepts  at 
it  ; but  can  you,  with  all  your  assumed  sim- 
plicity, tell  me  you  have  not  abused  your 
position,  have  not  intrigued  deeply  with  my 
wife,  Shah  Jehan,  and  stolen  from  me  the 
love  that  should  have  been  mine  alone  V 
It  was  all  Arthur  could  do  to  avoid  laugh- 
ing in  the  face  of  his  accuser,  so  ridiculously 
untrue  and  absurd  seemed  this  charge  ; but 
there  was  that  in  the  Afghan’s  bearing  which 
assured  the  English  officer  of  his  sincerity, 
and  the  reply  he  gave  was  sufficiently  dis- 
creet. 

' You  appear,  Sirdar,  to  believe  this  odious 
charge  that  you  are  making  against  me/  he 
said,  ‘ though  what  ground  you  can  have  for 
it  is  utterly  inconceivable.  It  is  too  absurd 
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for  serious  credence  ; but,  there,  I repudiate 
and  cast  it  from  me  as  I would  an  unclean 
thing,  and  swear  to  you  on  my  Holy  Book 
it  is  nothing  but  a vile  and  unfounded 
calumny.  ’ 

But  Mahomed  Shah  only  glared  the  more 
fiercely  at  his  prisoner,  while  listening  again 
to  the  secretary’s  low-spoken  words. 

‘ Had  you  not  a letter,’  resumed  the 
Afghan,  ‘ only  the  other  day,  from — from — 
my  wife — oh,  that  I should  have  to  confess 
to  the  shame  of  it  ! — warning  you  about 
some  supposed  danger,  and  telling  you  in 
terms  of  endearment  what  she  would  do 
for  you  if  you  agreed  to  meet  her  wishes  in 
all  things  V 

Arthur  Stanhope  drew  back  a pace,  for 
during  this  appeal  the  memory  of  the  little 
scented  Persian  letter  that  had  so  puzzled 
him  came  into  his  mind,  and,  like  a flash, 
instantaneously  suggested  to  him  what  its 
mysterious  source  might  be.  He  could  not 
but  revert,  also,  to  the  distinct  threatening 
of  the  gravest  danger  of  which  it  spoke,  or 
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remember  that,  had  he  profited  by  the  warn- 
ing, he  might  even  now  have  been  safe, 
instead  of  standing  alone  in  this  loathsome 
dungeon,  surrounded  by  cruel  foes. 

‘ Hah  !’  ejaculated  the  Chief,  as  his  keen 
eye  detected  the  start  his  victim  gave. 
‘ There  needs  nothing  more  to  prove  I speak 
true,  deny  it  as  much  as  you  please,  Kafir 
and  unbeliever  that  you  are  !’ 

^ Stay !’  cried  the  accused  man,  feeling 
how  necessary  it  was  instantly  to  correct 
the  error  into  which,  as  it  seemed,  Mahomed 
Shah  had  fallen.  ‘ I acknowledge  having 
received  a letter  such  as  you  describe,  which 
puzzled  me  much,  and  which ’ 

‘ Inshallah,  and  is  that  not  enough  V 
broke  in  the  now  infuriated  Sirdar,  losing 
all  control  over  himself,  and  pouring  out  his 
words  in  an  indignant  torrent.  ‘ Do  you 
take  me  for  an  absolute  fool,  and  expect  me 
after  this  to  believe  anything  hut  the  worst 
of  you  ?’ 

^ At  least,’  interposed  Arthur,  glancing  at 
Ushruff  All,  as  if  to  ask  for  fair  play,  ‘hear 
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me  speak  ! That  letter  has  never  been  ex- 
plained till  now  — if,  indeed,  this  be  the 
explanation  of  it.  The  writing — Persian,  of 
course — for  one  moment  seemed  to  strike  me 
as  familiar,  and  yet  — yet  I could  not 
remember  where  I had  seen  it.’ 

The  Sirdar  laughed  scornfully,  while  his 
secretary  simply  raised  his  eyebrows  in  pity- 
ing wonder. 

‘ I should  have  thought  you  had  often 
met  with  it,  indeed,’  cried  the  former  in  a 
brutal  tone,  ' seeing  the  terms  of  affection 
on  which  you  seem  to  be  with  this — this 
lady  !’ 

‘ 1 swear  I have  never  even  seen  her !’ 
exclaimed  the  English  officer  boldly,  now  in 
his  turn  becoming  angry  at  the  other’s  per- 
sistence in  his  detestable  accusation. 

‘ Sh abash  ! but  that  beats  everything. 
Do  you  hear  that,  Meer  Sahib  ? He  has 
never  even  set  his  eyes  upon  her — listen  to 
that  !’ 

Ushruff  Ali  folded  his  hands  gently,  as 
if  composing  himself  for  the  next  incredible 
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utterance  that  might  proceed  from  Stanhope, 
while  his  master  continued  : 

‘ You  will  deny  next  your  meeting  her 
in  the  bazar  of  Ghilzan,  or  say  perhaps 
it  was  by  accident.  Aha  ! oh  yes,  entirely 
by  accident  !’ 

Ag’ain  did  it  flash  across  Arthur’s  remem- 
brance  how  he  had  at  considerable  risk  but 
the  other  day  rescued  one  who  called  her- 
self the  wife  of  the  Sirdar  from  a terrible 
danger ; but  that  this  should  be  thrown  in 
his  teeth  as  a proof  of  his  guilty  connection 
with  her  really  seemed  the  extremest  irony 
of  an  unkind  fate. 

‘ One  of  your  ladies,’  he  began  in  a tone 
of  moderation,  ‘ I do  not  deny  finding  in 
sad  straits  from  the  attack  of  a ruffian, 
who  threatened  her  life  if  she  resisted  his 
attempt  to  abduct  her ; but  a full  report 
has  been  sent  in  to  your  Highness  of  the 
occurrence,  and  I should  undoubtedly  have 
expected  thanks  at  your  hands  for  what  I 
was  able  to  do,  rather  than  the  odious  accu- 
sation now  brought  against  me.’ 
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For  an  instant  the  mind  of  the  Chief 
seemed  perplexed,  but  a quiet  word  from 
Ushruff  Ali  reassured  him. 

‘ Oh,  I have  your  account  of  the  afPair, 

which  I value  at  its  true  worth,  believe 

me,’  he  answered  sneeringly.  ‘ You  placed 

yourself  in  considerable  danger,  doubtless — 

that  I acknowledge — but  for  what  ? On 

your  own  showing,  to  preserve  the  lady, 

whose  identity  became  apparent  when  her 

name  was  called  out  by  the  perfidious  Feroze 

Khan,  from  his  clutches.  Does  it  need  ahv 
^ «/ 

special  insight  to  read  your  true  motive  in 
thus  acting  V 

O 

It  was  evident  Mahomed  Shah  spoke  from 
conviction,  and  herein  lay  the  real  danger  to 
his  English  prisoner. 

‘ I yet  maintain,’  exclaimed  the  latter 
stoutly,  ‘ that  I have  given  you  an  abso- 
lute! v correct  version  of  this  occurrence ! 

•y 

Ask  the  lady  herself  if  it  is  not  so,  and  T 
will  stand  or  fall  by  her  decision.’ 

‘ Hah,  hah,  hah  !’  laughed  the  jealous 
husband,  his  fingers  closing  instinctively  on 
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the  handle  of  his  cruel  knife — a knife  that 
had  in  its  time  cut  the  throat  of  many  a 
helpless  victim.  ‘ But  that’s  best  of  all — 
eh,  Meer  Sahib  ? Her  decision,  mark  you — 
her  decision  !’ 

Ushruff  Ali  answered  no  word,  merely 
moving  his  glasses  slightly  with  both  hands, 
as  if  to  gain  a better  view  of  this  sahib, 
whose  career,  however  long  and  jealously 
he  had  watched  it,  had  now  without  doubt 
all  but  reached  its  limit. 

‘ Ask  her  !’  persisted  the  Chief,  continuing 
in  a more  excited  tone,  as  the  thought  of 
an  appeal  to  the  very  woman  concerned 
appeared  the  more  preposterous  the  more 
he  considered  it.  ‘ It  is  known  to  Allah 
alone  how  many  letters  have  passed  between 
these  two  ; how  many  meetings  they  have 
held ; how  long  their  intimacy  and  wicked 
intercourse  have  continued  !’ 

The  secretary  silently  endorsed  his  master’s 
indictment  by  gently  bowing  his  head  at 
each  count  that  it  contained.  Nor  were 
these  even  yet  exhausted. 
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‘ Ask  her  Aer  decision  indeed  ! The  in- 
solent fellow,  daring  to  speak  so  ! There 
needs  no  more  proof  than  I already  possess 
in  onlv  too  OTeat  abundance  of  her  love 

c'  O 

and  devotion  to  him ; and,  inshallah  ! has 
she  not  confessed  to  me  herself,  in  an  angry 
moment,  how  completely  he  has  supplanted 
me ; how  constantly  he  is  in  her  mind  ; 
how  he  comes  to  her  in  her  dreams  ! And 
then — pah  ! Just  see  him  standing  there, 
affecting  the  utmost  surprise  and  innocence  !’ 

‘ Your  Honour  is  right,’  responded  Ushruff 
Ali,  to  whom  this  speech  was  more  specially 
addressed  ; ‘ and  I,  in  my  turn,  km  assuredly 
not  wrong  in  stating  that,  of  all  the  sins  of 
which  man  is  guilty,  hypocrisy  is,  in  the 
eyes  of  the  All-seeing  One,  the  most  detest- 
able.’ 

The  studied  unction  with  which  these 
words  were  uttered,  and  the  effect  they 
appeared  to  exercise  on  the  Sirdar,  led 
Arthur  Stanhope  a long  way  towards  the 
belief,  which  had  been  growing  for  some  time 
in  his  mind,  that  the  secretary — who  he 
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knew  owed  him  a long-standing  grudge  for 
an  affront  more  fancied  than  real — was  in 
reality  the  moving  spirit  in  this  disgraceful 
accusation.  That  Mahomed  Shah  felt  bitterly 
aggrieved  there  could  be  no  doubt,  and  if 
no  doubt,  certainly  no  wonder.  And  yet 
how  difficult  it  seemed  to  escape  from  the 
web  which  circumstances  had  woven  round 
him — how  absolutely  impossible  to  make  any 
favourable  impression  on  the  distorted  imagi- 
nation and  unbalanced  judgment  of  the  savage 
Chief  who  at  that  moment  held  his  life  in  the 
hollow  of  his  hand  ! 

While  considering  a moment  about  what 
line  it  were  best  to  take  in  his  further  de- 
fence, Stanhope  saw  the  door  at  the  top  of 
the  stairs  suddenly  open  and  a lighted  torch 
appear,  which  was  rapidly  borne  down  into 
the  dungeon  by  an  individual  of  the  same 
stamp  as  the  villainous-looking  Azeez.  All 
turned  to  look,  when  the  stranger,  with  a 
deep  salaam,  presented  a letter  to  the  Sirdar, 
who  in  his  turn  immediately  gave  it  to 
Ushruff  Ali. 


154 


THE  TOWER  OE  GHILZAN 


‘ From  Caubul,’  the  latter  whispered  signi- 
ficantly. ‘ It  is  imjiortant,  I can  see.  Let 
us  retire  at  once  to  master  its  contents.’ 

At  the  same  instant  a sound  as  of  the 
trampling  of  innumerable  horses  could  be 
heard,  while  above  that  were  the  shouts  and  ' 
words  of  command  of  a great  company  of 
armed  men,  and  presently  the  rumbling  of 
heavy  carriages,  proclaiming  that  guns  and 
ammunition  were  not  wanting  to  complete 
the  equipment  of  the  Afghan  army. 

‘ Do  you  hear  ?’  cried  the  Sirdar,  his  wild 
nature  touched  by  these  war-like  sounds. 

‘ The  troops  are  marching  in ; our  friends 
from  every  quarter  are  arriving ; the  insur- 
rection in  Ghilzan  has  begun  ! Praise  be  to 
Allah,  the  Most  High  and  Most  Powerful !’ 

Ere  Arthur  Stanhope  could  say  a word  in 
reply,  the  little  party  of  Afghans,  headed  by 
the  Chief,  had  passed  up  the  stairs,  and  the 
massive  door  had  again  closed  upon  him, 
securing  him  in  the  solitary  confinement  of 
that  dark  and  loathsome  den. 
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CHAPTER  XL 

THE  MYSTERIOUS  MESSENGER. 

It  was  indeed  a terrible  strait  to  be  in,  and 
the  contrast  with  his  former  position  of 
honour  and  responsibility  as  political  Agent 
at  Ghilzan  made  it  the  more  disheartening 
and  hopeless. 

And  yet,  as  the  young  Englishman  pre- 
sently said  to  himself,  he  was  within  reach  of 
real  and  true  and  brave  friends,  who  were 
certain,  the  moment  they  understood  the 
position,  to  call  on  his  perfidious  captor  to 
set  him  free,  and,  failing  his  immediate  sub- 
mission, to  compel  him  to  do  so  by  irresistible 
force. 

But,  on  the  other  hand,  it  was  apparent, 
from  the  sounds  which  penetrated  to  his 
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dungeon,  that  the  whole  country  was  up,  for 
lie  could  hear  the  troops  still  filing  in,  the 
loud  mandates  of  the  officers,  the  orders  as 
to  the  arrangement  of  the  guns,  several  of 
which  were  being  dragged  by  the  artillerymen 
into  position  close  to  his  own  prison-tower  ; 
so  that  he  was  led  seriously  to  reflect  on  the 
difficulties  to  be  surmounted  ere  the  armed 
force  under  Colonel  Cresswelfs  command 
could  really  hope  for  success  in  whatever 
movement  they  might  make  to  release  him, 
and  to  liave  terrible  doubts  if  escape  were 
now  at  all  possible  from  the  hands  of  his 
uiiscrupulous  and  vindictive  enemy. 

Then  h is  considerations  took  another  turn, 
leaving  himself  and  going  to  Ethel  Cress- 
well.  How  was  it  with  her  ? he  wondered ; 
what  had  passed  between  her  and  Dash- 
wood  ? Had  there  been  any  explanation 
by  the  latter  of  what  Stanhope  by  this  time 
had  come  to  regard  as  certain — that  the 
young  subaltern  loved  the  beautiful  girl  ? 
And,  in  that  case,  what  had  been  her  answer? 
He  considered  that  interesting  question  for 
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some  minutes,  finally  coming  to  the  conclu- 
sion that  she  had  spoken  truly  and  for  the 
best  of  reasons  when  she  had  said,  ' No, 
Captain  Stanhope ; I thank  you  most  sin- 
cerely for  your  very  kind  wish,  and  for  all 
you  have  said,  and — and — I am  deeply  sorry, 
but  I never  can  be  your  wife — never  !’  Ter- 
rible as  had  been  the  blow  to  him — terrible 
and  unexpected — yet  he  had  accepted  her 
decision  loyally,  because  he  felt  she  was  treat- 
ing him,  both  in  what  she  had  said  and  in 
what  she  had  avoided  saying,  with  the  fidelity 
and  truth  which  were  the  leading  traits  of 
her  character. 

Yes,  Robert  Dash  wood  was  a fortunate 
fellow  indeed  : he  would  gain  this  girl  for 
his  own,  come  what  might  ! Well,  he  de- 
served her — he  had  all  the  good  wishes  his 
friend  could  think  of  for  him. 

Such  were  the  thoughts  in  Arthur  Stan- 
hope’s mind  as  he  paced  slowly  within  the 
narrow  limits  of  his  miserable  cell  on  that 
eventful  night.  He  was  in  absolute  darkness 
now,  even  the  faint  ray  of  light  grudgingly 
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admitted  by  a square  unglazed  window  high 
up  in  the  external  wall  having,  as  day  de- 
parted, become  obliterated,  and  there  being 
no  lamp  or  candle  to  take  its  place.  Still  he 
kept  on  his  feet,  for  the  hours  he  had  spent 
there  had  accustomed  him  to  the  place,  and 
he  was  able  to  avoid  in  his  restricted  walk 
the  wretched  pallet  that  stood  near  by.  Now 
and  then,  so  limited  was  the  sj)ace,  he  did 
touch  it  by  chance,  and  when  that  happened 
a thrill  of  disgust  ran  through  him,  for  he 
had  seen  what  it  contained,  and  knew  his 
only  safety  and  comfort  lay  in  abstaining 
entirely  from  using  it. 

Time  passed  ; the  martial  sounds  in  the 
fortress  became  stilled,  and  nothing  disturbed 
the  air  but  the  occasional  challenge  of  a 
sentry,  which  could  be  indistinctly  heard,  or 
the  harsh  barking  of  the  pariah  dogs  as  they 
struggled  and  fought  over  the  choicest  bits 
of  the  offal  that  lay  about. 

Fatigued  as  he  was.  worn  out  both  in  mind 
and  body  by  the  events  of  the  day,  fearfully 
anxious  in  spite  of  himself  respecting  the 
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fate  before  him,  and  troubled  not  less  as  to 
what  miofht  befall  the  friends  that  were  so 
near  and  yet,  for  all  practical  purposes,  so 
far  off,  his  spirit  sank  within  him  in  spite  of 
his  utmost  efforts  to  bear  up  and  to  trust 
that,  even  in  this  extremity,  he  might  not  be 
absolutely  forsaken. 

What  led  him  to  do  it  it  were  difficult  to 
say,  but  suddenly  he  glanced  upwards  for  a 
moment.  Could  he  be  mistaken — was  it  but 
a fancy  of  his  over-wrought  and  exhausted 
brain,  or  not,  rather,  a certain  though  in- 
tangible reality  that  met  his  eyes  ? He 
closed  them  for  a moment,  and  then  looked 
again.  No,  there  could  be  no  doubt  about 
it.  High  up  on  the  wall  above  him  appeared 
a gleam  of  light,  flickering  and  unsteady,  but 
gradually  increasing  in  power,  till  at  length 
it  ceased  to  move,  and  gave  to  Arthur  the 
impression  that  a lamp  or  other  light  of  some 
kind  had  been  set  down  on  a resting-place  at 
that  point  of  lofty  elevation. 

And  now  it  could  be  seen  that  a narrow 
doorway  existed  at  this  spot,  for  its  shape 
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became  plainly  outlined  to  the  eyes  of  the 
amazed  prisoner  as  he  gazed  on  the  wall 
above,  expecting  he  knew  not  what.  Next 
moment  a figure,  white  and  shadowy,  stand- 
ing over  the  light,  and  dazzling  as  it 
appeared  in  the  intensity  of  its  brightness, 
peered  half  timidly  into  the  gloom  of  the 
abyss  below. 

Arthur  Stanhope,  though  by  constitution 
one  of  the  bravest  of  men,  felt  his  breath 
come  faster  while  this  mysterious  being 
moved  itself  to  and  fro  at  that  giddy  height, 
as  if  contemplating  for  some  reason  of  its  own 
a descent  into  his  prison  cell. 

Should  he  speak  to  it  ? he  asked  himself 
hurriedly.  Nay,  was  it  in  truth  an  inhabi- 
tant of  the  present  world,  or  not,  rather,  the 
spirit  of  one  whose  earthly  existence  had 
ended  miserably  in  this  horrible  charnel- 
house  of  his,  and  whose  bones  perhaps  he 
was  even  then  grinding  to  pieces  as  he 
walked  or  stood  on  the  begrimed  and  sodden 
floor  ? 

Not  long  had  he  to  wait  for  an  explana- ' 
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tion,  and  it  was  evident  that,  whether  an 
inhabitant  of  the  material  or  the  spirit  world, 
the  sense  of  sight  of  this  unknown  visitor  was 
not  pow’erful  enough  to  fathom  the  depths  of 
that  gloomy  tower. 

' Sahib !’  it  ejaculated  in  a timid  tone. 

‘ Sahib,  are  you  there  V 

The  voice  was  strange  to  him,  and  yet  it 
fell  sweetly  on  Arthur’s  ears.  There  was  no 
doubt  now  which  sphere  could  claim  it — so, 
at  least,  it  seemed  to  him — and  he  hesitated 
not  to  reply. 

‘Yes,  I am  here,’  he  said  cautiously  ; ‘ is  it 
I whom  you  seek  V 

‘ Stanhope  Sahib,’  cried  the  mysterious  one 
more  boldly.  ‘ It  is  Stanhope  Sahib  for  whom 
I have  a message.’ 

‘ That  is  my  name,’  he  answered  quickly, 
wondering  who  in  this  strange  place  could 
choose  this  mode  of  communicating  with 
him. 

‘ Then  come,  sahib  ; my  orders  are  to  take 
you  from  here  at  once — but  the  discreetest 
quietude  is  necessary,  lest  they  overhear  us.’ 

11 
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As  the  figure  spoke,  it  seemed  to  be  un- 
ravelling some  coil  that  it  held  in  its  hands, 
and  almost  immediately  a light  ladder  was 
let  down  into  the  cell,  resting  against  the 
perpendicular  wall,  and  secured  at  the  top  to 
a couple  of  stout  stanchions  that  were  built 
into  the  stonework. 

For  a moment  Stanhope  hesitated. 

‘ Who  are  you,’  he  asked,  ‘ that  treat  me 
so  ? Your  voice  is  kind,  but  I must  kno\v 
more  ere  I obey  it.’ 

The  figure  raised  its  arms  with  a gesture 
of  despair. 

‘ I am  but  a woman,’  it  whispered  to  him, 
as  he  stood  at  the  bottom  of  the  ladder 
examining  the  ropes  to  see  if  they  would  bear 
such  a weight  as  his,  ^ and  I run  a terrible 
risk  in  coming  here  to-night  ; but  I had  no 
choice,  for  my  mistress  had  prepared  the 
knife  for  slicing  off  my  ears  in  case  of  refusal, 
so — so — I came.’ 

She  drew  her  white  sari  more  closely 
over  her  face,  and  waited,  trembling,  for  his 
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‘ Poor  thing !’  exclaimed  the  kindly  Arthur 
in  a pitying  tone,  for  he  saw  how  genuine 
was  her  distress.  ^ I am  sorry  indeed  you 
should  suffer  thus  on  my  account,  though 
quite  unwittingly,  Heaven  knows  ! Tell  me 
who  you  are,  and  who  she  is  you  call  your 
mistress  V 

‘ Ah,  I forgot  in  my  trouble  to  explain,  I 
suppose.  I am  Moni,  and  my  mistress  is  the 
Lady  Shah  Jehan.’ 

She  spoke  barely  above  her  breath,  yet 
Stanhope  caught  the  last  name  instantly. 

‘ You  have  come  from  her,’  he  murmured, 
a new  light  breaking  in  on  him  at  this  revela- 
tion, and  leading  him  to  hesitate  just  as  he 
had  placed  his  foot  on  the  first  step  of  the 
ladder.  ‘But  what  would  she  with  me  ? Tell 
me  that,  woman — tell  me  that.’ 

‘ She  is  your  friend,’  protested  the  ayah  ; 
‘ she  wishes  well  to  you — she  would  save  you 
from  a dreadful  fate.’ 

It  was  a hard  moment  for  Arthur  Stan- 
hope. On  the  one  hand,  an  immediate 
release  from  the  odious  dungeon  to  which  he 
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had  been  consigned,  a possibility  even  of 
safely  escaping  an  ignominious  and  painful 
death  ; on  the  other — what  ? An  introduc- 
tion to  this  Afghan  lady,  whose  face,  indeed, 
he  had  never  seen,  but  who  had  declared  her- 
self his  friend,  and  who  now  seemed  anxious 
to  redeem  her  pledge. 

He  looked  round  at  the  cold,  rough  walls, 
faintly  illuminated  as  they  were  by  the 
lantern  above  ; he  glanced  down  at  the 
floor,  where,  by  the  faint  light,  he  could  just 
distinguish  the  layer  of  fetid  bones  belonging 
to  the  former  victims  of  Mahomed  Shah’s 
hatred  that  covered  it ; he  surveyed  the 
loathsome  bedstead  close  by,  and  with  a 
shudder  instinctively  drew  another  step 
away  from  it  ; and  yet  he  paused,  not  know- 
ing whether  the  danger  to  his  life  fore- 
shadowed by  this  strange  acquaintance,  and 
fully  confirmed  by  her  confidential  attendant, 
were  not  less  for  him  than  the  tempting 
alternative  now  held  out. 

^ You  hesitate,  sahib  V demanded  the  ayah 
in  astonishment.  ‘ Do  you  not  comprehend  ? 
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Mv  mistress  will  preserve  you  if  you  will  but 
come.’ 

‘ I know,  woman,’  he  answered  slowly  ; ^ I 
am  not  a fool !’ 

Possibly  Moni  had  her  doubts  of  the  truth 
of  this  assertion ; at  any  rate,  she  was  well 
aware  of  the  pressing  danger,  in  case  of 
discovery,  in  which  they  both  stood  at  this 
moment. 

‘ Sahib,’  she  intreated,  ‘ come,  for  the  love 
of  God  ! I cannot — dare  not — return  with- 
out you.’ 

He  hardly  seemed,  exhausted  and  harassed 
as  he  was,  able  to  pull  himself  together  even 
yet,  and  waited  in  a condition  of  painful  un- 
certainty, one  hand  on  the  ladder,  the  other 
pressed  against  his  forehead. 

But  the  woman  would  not  be  put  off,  and 
instinctively  drew  the  last  arrow  from  her 
quiver  and  shot  it  at  him. 

‘ You  will  ruin  me,’  she  hissed  down  ex- 

9 

citedly,  ‘ by  this  delay  ! Come,  if  only  to 
save  the  ears  of  your  devoted  slave.  Come, 
Protector  of  the  poor  1’ 
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These  words  roused  him,  and,  looking  up, 
he  saw  in  her  distress  the  tears  rolling  down 
her  cheeks.  Then  at  once  his  decision  was 
made. 

‘ You  shall  have  your  wish,  my  unfortunate 
one,’  he  said  graciously  ; ‘ for  I believe  you, 
at  any  rate,  speak  with  sincerity,  and  I 
would  not  have  you  suffer  a single  pang  for 
my  sake.’ 

‘ Ah,  sahib !’  res^^onded  Moni,  ‘ you  are 
known  to  be  most  gracious  and  generous  ; 
your  name  is  great  among  the  people  for 
justice  and  mercy.  You  could  not  refuse 
me,  I felt  certain.’ 

However  that  might  be,  having  decided. 
Stanhope  lost  no  time  in  ascending  the  fragile 
steps,  the  ropes  of  which  swung  to  and  fro 
with  him,  being  hardly  fitted  to  bear  such  a 
weight  as  his,  and  in  a few  seconds  stood 
in  the  doorway  beside  the  expectant  and 
anxious  Moni.  The  latter  did  not  forget 
rapidly  to  draw  up  the  light  ladder  that  had 
been  so  useful,  and,  with  Arthur’s  assistance, 
to  disengage  it  from  the  stanchions  in  the 
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wall.  Then,  depositing  it  for  a moment 
within  the  doorway,  she  drew  forth  a small 
scarf  of  soft  Cashmere  make,  and,  turning 
modestly  to  the  English  officer,  explained 
herself 

‘ My  lady  desired  me  to  fold  this  over  your 
eyes,  sahib,  as  you  are  not  to  see  the  inner 
ways  leading  to  her  apartments.  I will  then 
conduct  you  thither,  if  you  will  permit  me.’ 

There  was  nothing  for  it  but  to  submit, 
and  next  minute  the  pair  started  on  their 
devious  journey.  Stanhope  carefully  led  by 
the  anxious  Moni,  secretly  delighted  that  her 
dangerous  task  was  so  nearly  accomplished. 
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It  required  time  to  reach  the  private  entrauce 
of  the  zenana  which  was  Moni’s  goal,  and  to 
the  blinded  Arthur  the  staircases  and  doors 
that  had  to  be  passed  appeared  endless.  But 
at  length  his  conductress  came  to  a stop,  and 
here,  after  exchanging  a few  words  with 
someone  who  spoke  in  a curiously  shrill 
voice,  but  was  evidently  expecting  them,  the 
key  was  heard  to  turn  in  the  lock,  a heavy 
curtain  was  drawn  back,  and  they  entered 
the  rather  low  portal. 

‘ Stoop,  sahib,’  whispered  the  ayah ; ‘ the 
entrance  is  not  intended  for  such  as  you. 
That’s  right.  Now  I will  set  your  eyes  free  ; 
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but  pray  be  silent  till  I take  my  lady’s 
commands.  ’ 

It  was  evident  to  the  English  officer* s 
senses  the  moment  they  had  passed  the 
threshold  how  different  was  the  atmosphere 
here  from  that  they  had  been  breathing 
hitherto,  for  a pleasant  warmth  pervaded  it, 
while  a faint  odour  of  jasmine  seemed  to  float 
around  and  make  itself  felt  in  the  heavy  air. 
And  when  Moni  had  removed  the  scarf,  the 
sight  that  met  Arthur’s  eyes  was  a contrast 
indeed  to  the  cell  he  had  just  left  behind 
him. 

The  room  was  low,  and  running  round  the 
walls  was  a divan,  furnished  with  silk-covered 
cushions,  while  the  windows  and  doors  were 
thickly  curtained,  and  handsome  Persian 
carpets  covered  the  floor.  A couple  of  oil- 
lamps  lighted  the  apartment,  one  of  these 
being  hung  over  an  inner  portal  through 
which  the  ayah  rapidly  passed,  after  motion- 
ing to  the  officer  to  be  seated. 

He  had  hardly  begun,  however,  to  think 
over  the  kaleidoscopic  change  which  had 
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within  the  last  quarter  of  an  hour  overtaken 
him,  or  to  consider  best  liow  to  conduct  him- 
self in  the  coming  interview,  when  Moni  re- 
appeared, smiling  pleasantly,  and  whispered 
gently  in  his  ear  : 

‘ My  lady  is  ready,  and  will  be  charmed  to 
see  you,  0 chosen  one  ! Let  me  conduct  you 
to  her  instantly.’ 

This,  plainly  enough,  was  nothing  less  than 
a command,  and  so  Arthur  at  once  rose  to  his 
feet,  thus  silently  placing  himself  at  the 
disposal  of  his  guide. 

‘ Here,’  she  said,  ‘ this  way.  Follow  me, 
sahib.’ 

The  jealous  curtain  was  drawn  aside,  the 
door  noiselessly  turned  on  its  well-oiled 
hinges,  and,  closely  Ibllowing  Moni,  the 
young  Englishman  stood  in  the  presence  of 
the  Afghan  lady,  at  a sign  from  whom  the 
ayah,  with  a profound  salaam,  disappeared. 

This  inner  chamber,  though  furnished  very 
much  like  the  other,  presented  an  even  more 
handsome  appearance,  the  coverings  of  the 
divan  and  its  cushions  being  of  the  most 
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costly  yellow  satin,  while  the  dozen  tiny 
lamps  that  occupied  niches  in  the  walls, 
giving  each  its  own  carefully  subdued  and 
shaded  light,  were  of  burnished  silver.  The 
rugs  and  carpets  on  the  floor  possessed  such 
a pile  as  rendered  the  noisiest  step  inaudible, 
and  so  thick  and  heavily  embroidered  were 
the  window-curtains  as  to  secure  that  no 
sound  should  make  its  way  through  them. 

In  the  further  corner  of  the  apartment, 
Avhere  pillows  of  the  softest  were  heaped 
together  luxuriously  on  the  rich  divan,  rested 
the  Lady  Shah  Jehan,  and  towards  her  the 
gaze  of  the  young  Englishman  naturally 
turned  now  that  they  were  alone  together  in 
this  strange  fashion.  He,  familiar  as  he  was 
with  all  the  customs  of  the  East,  knew  only 
too  well  the  deadly  risk  he  ran  in  having 
placed  himself  thus  daringly  within  the 
zenana  limits,  even  though  summoned  to  do 
so  by  the  command  of  the  lady  herself  He 
could  not  but  be  thoroughly  aware  of  the 
sharp  and  certain  fate  that  would  be  his 
were  he  found  in  this  terribly  compromising 
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position.  Yet  he  was  innocent — absolutely 
innocent — of  evil  in  thought  or  intention, 
having  been  drawn  into  the  snare  entirely 
and  solely  by  an  adverse  and  unkind  fate. 

And  she — the  immediate  cause  of  his 
being  there,  perhaps  the  original  source  of 
all  his  present  misfortunes — what  were  her 
thoughts  ? what  were  her  intentions  at  the 
present  moment  ? 

Near  the  side  of  the  lady’s  couch  there 
was  a seat  arranged  on  the  floor,  of  cushions, 
and  to  this  Arthur  saw  pointing  a pretty 
little  hand,  glittering  with  diamonds,  that 
he  seemed  somehow  to  remember,  while  at 
the  same  instant  a voice  spoke  in  the  most 
charming  accents,  recalling  to  his  memory, 
though  pitched  in  a less  treble  key,  the 
shrill  tones  of  the  terribly  agitated  occupant 
of  the  palanquin  in  the  streets  of  Ghilzan. 

' Will  you  be  seated,  Captan  Sahib  V it 
said  sweetly.  ‘ You  will  find  that  a soft 
arrangement,  according  to  my  poor  ideas  ; 
but  we  have  no  chairs  to  boast  of  in  this 
department  of  the  castle.’ 
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Stanhope  bowed  somewhat  stiffly,  but 
could  do  no  less  than  accept  the  proffered 
accommodation,  and  attempt  to  recline  as 
best  he  might  in  the  Eastern  method. 

Then,  being  placed  so  near  his  entertainer, 
he  for  the  first  time  remarked  how  com- 
pletely she  was  veiled  in  a magnificent 
loose  robe  of  scarlet  silk,  edged  with  astra- 
khan, from  beneath  which,  however,  there 
peeped  out  one  shapely  little  foot,  every  toe 
of  which  bore  its  weight  of  golden  rings  and 
glistening  stones. 

‘ Is  it  too  great  a trial  for  you  to  sit  so  T 
the  lady  asked  in  a plaintive  manner,  as  if 
noticing  his  distraught  air. 

‘ Oh  no,  thank  you,’  he  replied ; ‘ I ought, 
indeed,  to  be  very  grateful  for  it.’ 

For  a moment  she  was  silent  ; then  she 
went  on  : 

‘ Ah,  I have  been  waiting- — ^ waiting  so 
long — dreading  to  hear  that  the  ropes  had 
broken,  or  that  Moni  had  mismanaged  the 
ladder  in  some  stupid  way.’ 

‘ Moni  deserves  the  greatest  praise,  I 
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assure  you.  Without  her  aid  I should  still 
be  in  that  horrible  dungeon.’ 

A faint  sigh  was  audible,  and  the  fingers 
of  the  small  hand  clutched  the  robe  ner- 
vously. 

at  is  said  to  be  a dreadful  place,’  she 
murmured,  ‘ and  few  come  out  of  it  alive. 
But  Moni  was  not  the  only  one  who  wished 
to  help  you — who  contrived  the  means — who 
arranged  for  your  safe  conduct  and  reception 
here.’ 

‘ No,  indeed,  dear  lady  1’  exclaimed  Arthur, 
in  the  intensity  of  his  gratitude  speaking 
with  more  warmth  than  was  quite  advisable. 
‘ To  you  I owe — oh,  how  much  ! — more,  in- 
deed, than  to  anyone  else  in  the  world  at 
this  moment  1’ 

They  were  strong  words,  and  they  were 
spoken  from  the  heart.  No  wonder  Arthur’s 
whole  mind  was  filled  with  the  profoundest 
gratitude  for  his  rescue  ; no  wonder  his 
benefactress  felt  the  deepest  pleasure  at 
receiving  from  him  this  generous  acknow- 
ledgment of  the  great  service  she  had 
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rendered  him.  Yet  happy  had  it  been  both 
for  the  one  and  the  other  could  their  inter- 
course have  there  and  then  terminated, 
never  to  be  renewed  ! 

‘It  was  a little  return  I owed  you/ 
whispered  Shah  Jehan,  ‘ for  all  you  risked 
for  me  the  other  day,  when  you  saved  me 
from  that  terrible  Feroze  Khan.’ 

‘ That  was  but  a plain  duty,’  he  answered 
gallantly,  ‘ and  called  for  no  great  effort  on 
my  part.’ 

‘ Ah,  you  little  know — you  cannot  judge 
what  it  was  to  me,’  she  protested  ; ‘ ’tis 
more  than  I can  bear  even  to  think  of — what 
might  have  been  the  end  of  that  adventure  !’ 

The  pretty  little  hand  had  somehow  fallen 
on  to  the  edge  of  the  couch,  so  as  just  to 
touch  Arthur’s  knee  where  he  was  sitting:, 
when  by  an  irresistible  impulse  he  seized 
and  kissed  it.  Then,  intending  only  in  this 
manner  to  signify  his  gratitude,  he  would 
have  relinquished  his  hold,  fearing  he  had 
gone  too  far,  and  that  his  action  might  be 
misinterpreted. 
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It  did  not  appear  quite  to  be  so,  how- 
ever, for  the  hand  remained  in  his,  seeming 
to  signify  to  him  in  this  way  the  deep  trust 
and  reliance  its  strange  owner  placed  in 
him. 

‘ And  yet,’  resumed  Arthur,  trying  to 
speak  in  his  calmest  manner,  ‘ a most 
absurdly  distorted  impression  of  what  hap- 
pened has  been  produced  in  the  mind  of — 
of  the  Sirdar,  and  it  is  in  vain  I have  tried 
to  disabuse  him  of  it.’ 

‘ Ah,  yes,’  was  the  reply,  ‘ so  it  has  been 
fated.  ’Tis  useless  to  contend  agfainst  the 
inevitable.’ 

‘ But  to  be  so  utterly  misunderstood  !’  he 
cried  indignantly,  letting  go  her  hand  as 
he  spoke.  A,  who  had  not  at  that  time 
seen  more  than  just  the  tips  of  your  High- 
ness’s fingers  !’ 

She  was  silent  now,  and  Arthur  could 
perceive  some  movement  beneath  the  long 
robe,  the  meaning  of  which  he  did  not  under- 
stand. 

‘ That  is  true,’  she  said  in  a low  voice. 
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‘ absolutely  true  ; but  what  avails  it  to  speak 
truth  to  him  ? You  had  then  seen  but  my 
hand,  now  you  shall  look  upon  my  face  1’ 

And  before  Arthur  could  move,  having 
risen  from  her  recumbent  position,  she  sat 
up  and  allowed  the  robe  to  fall  off  from  her, 
thus  revealing  herself  in  the  fulness  of  her 
beauty  to  the  young  Englishman. 

In  addition  to  the  perfect  form  of  her 
face,  there  was  to  be  remarked  at  this  mo- 
ment in  her  cheeks  a glow  of  colour  which 
infinitely  enhanced  their  attraction,  and, 
as  her  melting  gray  eyes  looked  into  his 
with  an  expression  that  was  not  to  be  mis- 
taken, her  visitor  felt  increasingly  and  irre- 
sistibly stealing  over  him  the  enslaving  spell 
of  her  charming  presence. 

A jacket  of  green  silk,  with  trimmings  of 
the  richest  gold  lace,  served  to  outline  her 
charming  figure,  while  a dainty  cap  of  the 
same  materials,  placed  jauntily  on  her  shapely 
little  head,  gave  her  an  air  of  simplicity  and 
of  the  extremest  youth.  Her  wonderful  hair 
fell  down  behind  in  long  braids,  and  Arthur 
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could  not  but  remark  the  strings  of  valuable 
pearls  which  had  been  dexterously  inter- 
twined with  it  by  the  clever  Moni. 

This  seductive  vision  seemed  satisfied  for  a 
few  brief  seconds  to  exchange  sweet  glances 
with  him  ; then  her  lovely  eyes  fell  before 
his,  becoming  deeply  shrouded  by  the  delicate 
lids,  with  their  long  and  fine  lashes. 

For  yet  a few  more  seconds  neither  of 
them  spoke.  Then  Shah  Jehan  laid  her 
hand  trustingly  in  his. 

‘ How  I have  longed  and  longed  for  this 
day  !’  she  began,  speaking  in  the  softest 
voice,  still  keeping  her  eyes  fixed  on  the 
ground.  ‘ And  now  it  has  come — at  last  !’ 

It  was  not  easy  for  Arthur  Stanhope  to 
respond  to  this  confession,  the  import  of 
which,  made  under  the  peculiar  circum- 
stances and  surroundings  of  those  two,  could 
hardly  be  misinterpreted;  yet  the  girl  seemed 
to  wait  for  him  to  speak,  not  doubting, 
perhaps,  what  the  effect  of  her  extraordinary 
condescension  must  be.  But  she  hardly 
knew  the  character  of  the  man  before  her. 
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‘ Yes/  she  continued  presently,  supposing 
him  in  her  self-conceit  to  be  utterly  dazzled 
by  her  beauty  ; ^ what  was  fated  has  actually 
come  to  pass,  and  it  is  not  only  in  my  sleep 
that  I see  you,  but  in  the  real  living  flesh 
and  blood/ 

Still  he  maintained  his  silence,  stunned 
for  the  moment  by  the  perception  of  the 
terrible  difficulty  into  which  he  had  thus, 
all  unawares,  been  plunged.  Yet,  fully  alive 
to  the  dangers  of  the  position,  and  entirely 
innocent  of  any  evil  design,  he  could  not 
remove  his  o^aze  from  the  beauteous  vision 
of  the  girl  who  was  so  close  to  him,  nor  feel 
the  warm  touch  of  her  hand  without  a thrill. 

She  lifted  her  eyes  lovingly  to  his,  as  if 
questioning  him  regarding  this  delay,  and 
then  at  length  he  found  his  tongue. 

' Oh,  lady,’  were  his  words,  ‘ never  can 
I repay  my  debt  of  gratitude  to  you  ; never 
confess  sufficiently  the  depth  of  your  con- 
descension towards  me — a Feringhi — one 
known  to  be  despised  by  your  race  as  an 
outcast  and  an  unbeliever.’ 
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He  raised  the  little  hand  to  his  lips  with 
an  air  of  deepest  devotion,  perceiving  as  he 
bent  his  head  over  it  the  unmistakable 
frown  that  flitted  across  the  girl  s face, 
for  an  instant  obscuring  the  lustre  of  her 

beauty. 

‘ It  has  pleased  Allah  to  bring  us  together,’ 
responded  Shah  Jehan,  with  a slight  gestuie 
of  impatience,  ‘ by  reason  of  His  revelation 
to  me  of  the  plots  and  stratagems  of  your 
enemies  ; for  did  I not  give  you  due  warn- 
incr  of  what  Moni  overheard  in  my  lord’s 

o 

very  room,  when  the  Sirdars  Shere  Khan 
and  Ameen-oolah  Khan  visited  him  ?’ 

‘ I did  not  understand  that,’  said  Arthur 
wonderingly,  ‘ though,  of  course,  I had  a 
letter — an  anonymous  letter  speaking  ot 
undefined  dangers  to  the  English,  and  of 
some  friend  who  could  save  me  at  any 
sacrifice,  if — if 

A charming  laugh  interrupted  his  speech. 

^ And  who  did  you  think  the  friend  could 
be  V demanded  the  girl  in  her  lightest 
manner.  ‘ Who  but  one  person  in  this  world 
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would  have  treated  you  so  kindly  as  that, 
I should  like  to  know  V 

There  was  little  need  for  him  to  consider 
his  reply. 

‘ Lady  Shah  Jehan,’  he  murmured,  now 
in  his  turn  dropping  his  eyes  before  her 
eager  gaze,  ‘ it  would  ill  become  me  to  ask 
your  reason  for  such  wonderful  favours  as 
those  you  have  showered  upon  me.  That 
letter  was  but  the  first  of  them — and  it  was 
written  by  you  !’ 

Again  her  laughter  pealed  through  the 
room,  while  Arthur’s  perplexity  only  seemed 
greater  than  before. 

‘ Written  by  me !’  she  ejaculated  with 
some  difficulty  at  last.  ‘ Written  by  me ! 
Why,  you  don’t  suppose  for  a moment  that 
I can  write,  sahib  ? That  is,  indeed,  too — 
too  ridiculous  T 

He  had  spoken  without  sufficient  consider- 
ation, perhaps,  and  instantly  saw  his  error. 

‘ I am  sorry — of  course  I was  wrong — 
pray  excuse  my  want  of  thought !’  he  ex- 
claimed with  some  eagerness. 
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She  held  her  finger  up  warningly,  still 
hardly  able  to  keep  a grave  face. 

‘ When  you  know  me  better,  you  will 
laugh  as  I do  at  this  notion  of  yours.  Why, 
there  is  but  one  person  in  the  whole  castle 
that  can  write — at  least,  such  an  epistle  as 
that.’ 

‘ It  is  not  possible,’  he  muttered,  more 
to  himself  than  to  her ; ‘ it  can  never  be — 
but  no,  no  ! the  idea’s  too  incredible  to  be 
entertained.’ 

‘ What  is  incredible  ?’  asked  the  girl,  lay- 
ing her  hand  upon  his  knee  and  looking 
archly  at  him.  ‘ Tell  me  what  is  incredible, 
sahib.’ 

‘ Why — about  this  letter,’  he  said,  after 
a moment’s  pause.  ‘ Whose  hand  can  have 
Avritten  it,  since  your  Highness’s  did  not  V 

‘ Whose  hand  but  the  Meer  Sahib’s  ?’ 
she  responded,  smiling.  ‘ I’m  obliged  to  go 
to  him  for  all  clerkly  work — when  I require 
any,  that  is.’ 

‘ Ushruff  Ali’s  !’  he  exclaimed  in  a tone 
of  despair,  his  mind  rapidly  grasping  the 
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whole  extent  of  the  villanous  secretary’s 
behaviour.  ‘ Then,  lady,  we  are  betrayed — 
absolutely  ruined  and  undone  !’ 

He  rose  quickly  from  his  seat,  and  took 
a step  or  two  towards  the  door. 

Now  he  understood — ay,  only  too  well — 
the  taunts  and  accusations  of  Mahomed 
Shah,  who,  of  course,  had  gained  full  in- 
formation from  the  traitorous  secretary  of 
the  contents  of  the  letter  he  had  composed 
and  written  with  his  own  hand  to  the 
English  officer,  at  the  request  of  Shah  Jehan. 
He  saw  how  Ushruff  Ali,  out  of  the  ill- 
feeling  he  bore  him,  had  played  upon  the 
Sirdar’s  naturally  jealous  and  savage  nature, 
and  for  his  own  ends  had  led  him  to  place 
the  worst  possible  construction  on  Arthur’s 
most  innocent  and  gallant  conduct ; and  he 
perceived  at  a glance  how  impossible  it 
would  be,  considering  the  powerful  influence 
exercised  by  this  unctuous  and  able  hypocrite 
over  his  master,  to  disabuse  the  latter  of 
his  unfounded  suspicions. 

Shah  Jehan  looked  at  her  visitor  for  a 
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few  seconds  in  wonder.  Then  she  rose  from 
the  couch,  and,  standing  beside  him,  laid 
her  hand  gently  and  affectionately  on  his 
shoulder  ; nor,  indeed,  had  her  husband 
chanced  at  that  moment  to  enter,  would  all 
the  protestations  and  oaths  that  might  have 
been  made  to  him  have  availed  in  the  least 
to  persuade  him  of  the  innocence  of  that  ill- 
assorted  pair. 

But  Arthur  remained  with  face  averted, 
too  heavily  borne  down  by  the  sudden  diffi- 
culty that  had  come  upon  him  to  notice  the 
soft  touch  of  the  Afghan  girl. 

‘ Come,  Beloved  of  the  stars,’  she  whis- 
pered ; ‘ why  this  cold  and  abstracted  atti- 
tude ? Can  it  be  the  mere  mention  of  our 
clever  and  obliging  scribe,  the  Meer  Sahib, 
who  is  truly  the  friend  of  us  all  here  within 
the  castle,  and  the  valued  means  of  our  beiiiff 
able  to  communicate  in  writing  with  those 
outside  V 

It  was  impossible  for  Stanhope  to  explain 
to  her  the  formidable  danger  that  threatened 
him,  nor  would  he  have  her  know  how 
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entirely  it  had  been  brought  upon  him  by 
her  own  foolish  action.  What,  then,  could 
he  answer  ? how  put  it  to  her  ? She  saved 
him  the  trouble  by  again  speaking. 

‘ Set  yourself  at  rest,  and  fear  not ; all  will 
be  well  with  us  if  I may  arrange  it.’ 

He  turned  now  to  look  at  her,  and  no 
wonder  that  sweet  smile  of  hers  soothed  for 
an  instant  the  trouble  that  oppressed  him. 

‘ Dear  lady,’  he  murmured,  seeing  how 
intent  she  was  on  some  design  of  her  own, 
‘ what  is  it  you  wish — what  arrangement  do 
you  desire  ?’ 

Standing  straight  in  front  of  him  now,  and 
taking  both  his  shoulders  in  her  hands,  she 
seemed  to  search  the  very  depths  of  his  eyes 
with  hers,  as  if  so  to  scrutinize  and  test  the 
innermost  recesses  of  his  heart. 

‘ Chosen  one,’  she  resumed  gently,  ^ you 
owe  me  something,  you  say.  You  cannot 
sufficiently  repay  me  for  what  I have  done  V 

He  bowed  his  head  in  silence. 

‘ Then,  you  acknowledge  your  debt,  and 
are  willing  to  discharge  it  V 
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This  question  she  put  in  her  most  seduc- 
tive manner,  and  it  was  hardly  in  the  power 
of  man  to  resist  the  appeal. 

‘ Yes,  indeed,’  he  forced  himself  to  say.  ‘ If 
I can  discharge  it  with  honour,  I would  only 
too  willingly  do  so  !’ 

Shah  Jehan  laughed  gaily  as  she  went  on  : 

‘ Aha  ! I am  about  to  claim  my  reward — and 
’tis  not  a difficult  one  to  pay,  I promise  you.’ 

Arthur’s  attention  being  now  thoroughly 
roused,  he  looked  curiously  at  the  girl  as  she 
swung  quickly  away  from  him,  retaining  hold 
of  his  right  hand,  however,  and  motioning 
him  towards  his  former  position. 

' Let  us  return,’  she  said,  ‘ to  our  seats, 
while  I explain  to  you  my  plan,  which  truly, 
sahib,  is  simple  enough.’ 

There  was  no  alternative,  and  the  girl  had 
her  way.  Then  she  began,  in  a graver  tone, 
showing  how  deeply  she  had  considered  the 
matter  : 

‘ We  both  of  us  stand  in  the  utmost  danger 
at  this  moment.  You  must  be  well  aware  of 
that  ?’ 
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‘ Certainly,’  he  agreed  ; ‘ and  dreadfully 
troubled  I am  on  that  head.  Let  me  leave 
you,  dear  lady,  while  there  is  yet  time — even 
if  I must  return  to  the  dungeon  below. 
Anything  were  better  than  that  you  should 
suffer  one  knows  not  what  on  my  account.’ 

She  put  her  hand  laughingly  over  his 
mouth,  as  if  in  strongest  disapproval  of  this 
proposition. 

‘No,’  she  exclaimed  with  decision ; ‘ your 
danger  is  my  danger,  for  so  it  has  been  willed 
by  Allah.  Is  this  not  true,  sahib  V 

In  a certain  sense,  no  doubt,  it  was  as  she 
suggested. 

‘ They  will  miss  you  from  the  dungeon  in 
the  morning,  and  ’tis  impossible  for  you  to 
remain  here  throughout  the  night,’  she  con- 
tinued, putting  her  case  with  an  irresistible 
logic. 

‘Yes,  truly,  dear  lady.  Let  me  go  back  at 
once,’  he  responded,  half  rising,  as  if  to  follow 
out  his  purpose. 

‘ No ! a thousand  times  no !’  she  cried, 
detaining  him  with  all  her  strength.  ‘ I 
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have  not  brought  you  out  of  that  foul  den 
simply  to  return  you  to  it.  Allah  forbid  T 

‘I  cannot  stay  here,’  he  said;  ‘that  is 
certain.  What,  then,  can  you  mean?’ 

‘ You  shall  be  freed  within  an  hour,  and 
placed  far  beyond  the  reach  of  your  enemies, 
if  only  you  will  implicitly  obey  my  directions,’ 
she  answered  eagerly.  ‘ I have  arranged  a 
disguise  for  you — here  it  is,  all  complete. 
My  lord  and  his  guests  are  supping,  and  will 
soon  be  asleep.  The  officer  on  guard  at  the 
gate  is  my  friend,  and,  having  been  duly 
warned  of  what  may  occur,  will  offer  no 
obstacle.  The  way  will  be  open,  and,  once 
clear  of  the  castle,  we  shall  find  horses  ready 
to  carry  us  on  safely  and  rapidly  to  the 
cantonment,  to  the  free  desert  beyond — ay, 
even  to  the  very  walls  of  Candahar  itself !' 

So  speaking,  Shah  Jehan  drew  forth  from 
behind  her  couch  a suit  of  native  clothes 
fitted  for  a servant  of  inferior  rank,  and 
laughingly  cast  them  on  to  the  knees  of  her 
astonished  visitor.  Then,  noticing  the  look 
of  })erplexlty  on  his  face,  she  continued  : 
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‘ Take  them,  sahib,  into  the  outer  room, 
and  change  at  once,  while  I assume  here  a 
correspondingly  humble  attire.’ 

She  appeared  at  first  to  have  no  doubt  of 
the  feasibility  of  her  proposal,  and  began  to 
point  out  to  the  confused  Arthur  the  various 
articles  of  dress  she  had  imposed  on  him. 

‘ These  are  the  pyjamas,’  she  said,  smiling, 

‘ and  here  is  your  puggri,  which  I myself  will 
adjust  for  you,  as  it  is  the  most  important 
point  in  your  whole  attire.  Then  here,  next, 

• 5 

IS 

But  this  was  too  much,  and  Arthur  Stan- 
hope’s mind,  now  that  he  fully  comprehended 
what  was  expected  of  him,  was  made  up. 

‘ Lady  Shah  Jehan,’  he  exclaimed,  leaving 
his  seat  and  looking  gravely  at  her,  ‘ you  ask 
from  me  an  impossible  thing.  I cannot  do 
what  you  suggest — I cannot  be  your  partner 
in  such  a course.  If  these  are  to  be  the  con- 
ditions of  my  freedom,  I instantl}^  renounce 
it,  and  demand  to  be  sent  back  into  the 
captivity  from  which  you  rescued  me.’ 
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CHAPTER  XlII. 

AX  AFGHAN  WOMAx’s  HATE. 

There  was  silence  in  Shah  Jehan’s  chamber 
for  a few  seconds  after  these  words  of  the 
young*  Englishman  ; yet  hardly  did  the  girl 
to  whom  they  were  addressed  appear  inclined 
to  take  them  as  seriously  as  Arthur  had  in- 
tended— so,  at  least,  her  first  expressions 
appeared  to  indicate. 

‘ Ah,  nonsense,  dear  sahib,’  she  murmured, 
coming  close  to  him  and  laying  her  hand  on 
his  arm.  ‘ If  I am  ready  to  fly  with  you,  to 
share  your  fortunes,  and  to  live  and  die  with 
you,  why,  oh  why,  should  you  object  ?’ 

‘ If  you  do  not  understand,’  he  said,  looking 
down  at  her  girlish  face  with  some  wonder — 

‘ if  you  do  not  see  for  yourself  the  wrong- 


AN  AFGHAN  WOMANS  HATE  191 

doing  you  propose,  I can  hardly  explain  it  to 
you.’ 

^ But,’  rejoined  she  quickly,  ‘ our  destinies 
have  been  cast  together — that  is  plain  enough. 
Who,  then,  Allah  having  so  willed  it,  shall 
separate  us  V 

‘ You  forget,  it  seems,’  he  observed  with 
some  asperity,  ‘ that  you  are  already  the 
wife  of  Sirdar  Mahomed  Shah  Khan,  and 
would  betray  his  honour  as  well  as  your  own 
by  your  reckless  conduct.’ 

She  tossed  back  her  dainty  head,  while  a 
painful  frown  distorted  her  pretty  face. 

‘ Do  not  speak  of  him  !’  she  exclaimed  con- 
temptuously, her  lip  curling  in  disgust.  ‘ True, 
they  married  me  to  him — yes,  to  him,  a 
Barukzye — forced  me  into  his  arms  for  their 
own  despicable  reasons ; but  am  1,  then,  to 
be  bound  to  him  for  ever — to  he  his  slave  for 
life  ? never  to  know  what  true  love  is  ? never 
to  meet  as  lovers  meet — as  we,  indeed,  are 
meeting  now  ?’ 

She  was  nestling  close  up  to  him  again, 
and  smiling — ah,  how  seductively  ! — in  his 
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face  ; and  it  would  have  been  small  shame  to 
Arthur,  hearing  for  the  first  time  her  sad 
history,  had  he  given  way  before  her  entreaty 
and  adopted  her  suggestion. 

For  a moment  or  two  he  looked  into  her 
sweet  eyes  as  they  were  turned  up  confid- 
ingly to  his  ; then  he  answered  her  as  best 
he  might. 

‘Lady  Shah  Jehan,  I appreciate  highly — I 
dare  not  venture  to  say  how  highly — your 
good  opinion,  your  trust  in  me ; but  for  that 
verv  reason,  if  for  no  other,  I must  remind 
you  how  impossible  it  is  for  me  to — to — act 
as  you  would  desire.  As  a man  of  honour,  at 
whatever  cost,  I cannot  fly  with  you — no, 
though  the  sole  alternative  may  be  my  re- 
new^ed  incarceration  in  the  wretched  prison 
where  Moni  found  me.’ 

The  manner  of  his  speech,  serious  and  de- 
termined as  it  was,  had  its  effect  at  last  on 
the  hitherto  incredulous  Shah  Jehan.  Im- 
possible as  it  seemed  to  her  that  he  spoke 
truly,  she  yet  began  to  recognize  that  her 
plan  of  escape  was,  both  for  him  and  for  her. 
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doomed  to  irrevocable  failure,  and  that  simply 
and  entirely  through  the  obstinacy  of  the 
person  for  whose  especial  benefit  it  had  been 
designed. 

In  an  instant  the  impetuous  girl  flung  her- 
self from  him  on  to  the  divan  at  her  side, 
and,  plunging  her  face  into  the  pillows,  gave 
way  to  a perfect  storm  of  angry  grief ; then, 
turning  on  him,  ‘ Impostor  ! deceiver  ! in- 
grate !’  she  shrieked,  her  voice  rising  higher 
as  each  epithet  of  abuse  escaped  her.  ‘ You 
positively  reject — you  scorn  my  love  ? Can 
it  be  so  indeed  ?’ 

Arthur  stood  unmoved,  waiting  in  patience 
for  a quiet  moment. 

But  another  mood  came  over  her. 

‘ Aha  r she  cried,  glaring  at  him  from  among 
the  pillows  in  which  she  was  lying,  while 
putting  back  from  her  forehead  the  tangled 
braids  that  had  fallen  over  it.  ‘ I see  how 
it  is ; I understand  it  now.  Hah  ! hah  ! 
hah  !’ 

Her  wild,  hysterical  laugh  rang  through 
the  room,  startling  the  solitary  Moni  as  she 

13 
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kept  her  watch  in  the  ante-chamber,  and 
causing  her  to  wonder  what  was  happening. 

But  the  girl  had  not  yet  exhausted  her- 
self. 

‘ There  is  another,’  she  continued,  hissing 
out  her  words  with  the  venom  that  can  only 
be  imparted  by  the  intensest  jealousy  to  an 
injured  woman  s tongue  — ‘ another,  some 
pink-faced  English  chit,  who  has  given  you 
her  heart.  May  the  curse  of  Allah  light  on 
her  ! Come,  tell  me  ti*uly — is  this  not  so  V 

Casting  the  pillows  on  one  side,  she  sat  up, 
peering  at  him  as  the  light  fell  full  upon  his 
pale  face — paler,  as  it  appeared  to  her,  than 
she  had  ever  seen  it  before. 

‘ Pah  !’  she  persisted  impetuously  ; ‘ I can 
read  it  in  your  eye  ; I can  trace  it  in  the 
pallor  of  your  cheek.  Fool  that  I was,  not 
to  guess  how  it  must  be  with  such  as 
you  !’ 

It  was  a terrible  trial  to  Arthur  Stanhope 
to  be  thus  taunted — wildly  and  unknowingly 
taunted,  it  is  true,  but  still  probed  to  the 
core  by  the  ignorant  thrusts  of  this  vindictive 
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girl.  It  became  absolutely  necessary  to  stop 
this  false  assumption  on  her  part,  and  to  end 
as  soon  as  might  be  the  painful  scene. 

‘ You  are  wrong,  Lady  Shah  Jehan,’  he 
said  gently,  and  with  a touch  of  sorrow  in 
his  voice — ‘ utterly  wrong.  No  English  lady 
has  lost  her  heart  to  me  ; I have  not  been  so 
fortunate  as  to — to  gain  the  love  of  any 
woman.’ 

‘ Ah  ! can  that  be  really  so  V she  asked 
earnestly,  a world  of  softness  once  again  in 
her  tone,  a burning  passion  in  her  eyes.  ‘ Is 
it  possible  that,  for  instance,  between  you 
and  her  whom  I have  heard  described  as  the 
loveliest  of  the  Feringhi  houris  in  the  can- 
tonment there  has  been  no  love  ? I mean 
Colonel  Cresswell  Sahib’s  daughter.’ 

She  had  touched  him  to  the  quick  there, 
and  it  was  all  he  could  do  to  reply  in  a calm 
voice  to  this  home-thrust. 

‘ No,’  he  responded  slowly,  after  a few 
seconds,  ‘ there  is  nothing  between  Miss 
Cresswell  and  me — absolutely  nothing.’ 

A sigh  of  relief  escaped  Shah  Jehan. 
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‘ Then,  why,’  she  murmured,  speaking  in 
her  own  impassioned  way,  determined,  ap- 
parently, to  make  one  more  supreme  appeal 
to  him,  ‘ not  do  as  I desire  ? Why  not 
escape  with  me  to-night  from  the  cruel  and 
detestable  bondage  in  which  we  both  are  de- 
tained ?’ 

She  waited  a moment,  hoping  to  have  made 
at  last  a real  impression  on  him.  Then,  hold- 
ing out  her  hands  imploringly,  she  continued 
in  her  tenderest  manner  : 

‘ Make  of  me  what  you  will,  sahib,  only 
leave  me  not  here  alone,  for  I will  go  with 
you  to  the  world’s  end,  and  make  my  home 
wherever  the  finger  of  your  fate  may  beckon 
you.’ 

But  Arthur’s  mind  was  not  to  be  moved 
even  by  this  appeal,  and,  much  as  he  felt  for 
the  unfortunate  girl,  he  knew  the  shortest 
was  the  kindest  method  in  which  to  meet  her 
renewed  appeal. 

‘ No,  lady,’  he  said  in  a firm  yet  kindly 
tone  ; ‘ I can  never  go  back  from  the  decision 
I have  given  ; never  place  you  in  so  false  a 
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position  as  this  course  would  involve  ; never 
disgrace  myself  by  doing  so  dishonourable  a 

She  saw  at  last  that  there  was  no  moving 
him,  and  instantly  and  violently  rang  the 
little  silver  bell  that  stood  in  the  corner  close 
to  her  divan. 

‘ Wretch  !’  she  hissed  out,  scowling  at 
Arthur  in  her  concentrated  fury  with  a 
ferocity  that  contrasted  strangely  with  her 
softness  of  but  a moment  ago.  ‘ Miserable 
infidel,  upon  the  book  of  whose  destiny  I 
behold  at  last  the  shadow  of  a predetermined 
and  shameful  death,  go  back  to  the  foul  den 
whence  I had  you  brought,  and  make  your 
peace,  if  you  can,  with  the  God  of  the 
Feringhis,  for  from  Him  of  the  true  believers 
there  is  no  mercy  for  you  in  this  world  !’ 

Amazed  and  trembling,  Moni  had  now 
appeared. 

‘ Are  the  attendants  there  V demanded  her 
mistress. 

‘ Favourite  of  heaven,  they  are  waiting 
your  command.’ 
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‘ Then  let  them  instantly  take  him  back  to 
the  tower — secretly,  and  without  noise,  re- 
member— and  lower  him  into  the  foulest 
depths.  You  understand,  slave?  Obey,  then !' 

The  ayah  turned  her  eyes  on  Arthur  in 
wonder  at  the  order,  as  if  hesitating  to 
believe  in  its  possibility ; but  Shah  Jehan 
would  not  be  denied,  and,  stamping  angrily 
on  the  floor,  burst  forth  : 

‘ Delay  another  moment,  worthless  one, 
and  I will  myself  cut  off  your  blinking  eyelids 
with  my  scissors,  to  teach  you  obedience ! 
Do  you  hear  V 

At  a sign  from  Arthur,  Moni  salaamed  with 
the  utmost  submission,  touching  first  the  floor 
and  then  her  forehead  with  her  right  hand. 

' I am  ready,  ayah,’  he  said  quietly.  ‘ Obey 
your  mistress,  and  lead  the  way.’ 

Then  he  turned  for  an  instant  towards  the 
girl,  silently  and  gravely  bowing ; but  she, 
on  her  part,  hardly  seemed  aw^are  of  his 
presence,  having  suddenly  assumed  a stony 
rigidity  of  face  and  figure  utterly  at  variance 
with  her  former  attitude. 
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And  so  she  saw  him  move  from  her  and 
pass  out,  and  heard  the  myrmidons  of  the 
zenana  seize  him  roughly,  and,  after  blind- 
folding him  with  a bandage,  push  him  along 
the  narrow  way  that  led  to  the  loathsome 
dungeon  whence  the  prisoners  of  Mahomed 
Shah  Khan  never,  according  to  common 
report,  issued  alive. 

‘ May  Allah’s  curses  rest  upon  him  for  a 
poltroon  !’  she  muttered,  as  the  sounds  died 
away  in  the  long  passages,  and  even  to  her, 
listening  intently,  became  at  length  wholly 
inaudible.  ‘ He  deserves  their  abuse,  which, 
indeed,  they  are  giving  him  freely.  Let 
them  alone  for  that ! Hah  ! hah  ! To  think 
of  his  insolent  pride  in  rejecting  me — me,  a 
Sudozye  of  the  purest  blood  ! — and  pretend- 
ing it  was  on  honourable  principle  he  acted, 
and  out  of  consideration  for  my  character  ! 
Let  him  go  down  to  the  lowest  pit — to  the 
hole  where  the  scorpions  and  centipedes  will 
feed  upon  him  1 And  yet,  ah  ! there  is  no 
life,  no  happiness  now  for  me  ; for  still,  spite 
of  all,  how  I love,  how  I adore  him  !’ 
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CHAPTER  XIY. 

HEERA  LALL. 

‘ Then  there’s  no  doubt  about  it  V asked 
Colonel  Cresswell,  as  he  entered  his  room  and 
found  Heera  Lall  already  seated  there. 

‘ Not  the  slightest,  sir,’  replied  the 
Moonshi ; ‘ and  my  information  goes  to  show 
that  the  Sirdar  has  even  thrown  Stanhope 
Sahib  into  his  filthy  and  abominable  dun- 
geon,  of  which  you  may  possibly  have  heard.’ 

‘ The  cowardly  scoundrel  !’  exclaimed  the 
Colonel,  greatly  disturbed  by  this  intelli- 
gence. ‘ It  has  been  a deeply-laid  plot,  it 
seems  to  me,  and  both  you  and  the  Agent 
have  been  outwitted.’  The  Moonshi  coughed 
uneasily,  but  made  no  answer.  ‘ I,  of  course, 
have  no  talents  for  diplomacy,  but  I think  I 
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should  not  have  trusted  this  Mahomed  Shah 
so  entirely — eh,  Heera  Lall  V 

' You  are  right,  sahib,’  was  the  reply,  ^ if 
for  no  other  reason  than  because  he  is  an 
Afghan.’ 

‘ Quite  so.  You  don’t  love  them,  I can  see, 
Moonshi.’ 

Heera  Lall  shook  his  head. 

‘ No,  Colonel  Sahib,’  he  answered  with 
gravity ; ‘ I dislike  and  distrust  them  all 
more  than  I can  tell.  Oh  that  I had 
never  entered  their  stony  and  inhospitable 
country  !’ 

His  vehemence  was  almost  amusing  to 
witness,  but  Colonel  Cresswell  had  to  press 
him  at  once  on  matters  of  greater  im- 
portance. 

‘ Had  you  any  suspicions  now  ?’  he  asked 
straightforwardly. 

But  the  Moonshi’s  answer  was  not  quite 
so  clear. 

‘ Stanhope  Sahib  is  as  brave  as  a lion  ; 
he  does  not  know  fear.’ 

‘ Yes,  of  course  ; that  is  quite  true.  But 
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what  was  your  own  opinion  about  this  affair, 
and  what  now  do  you  think  V 

Heera  Lall  considered  a moment. 

‘ Sahib,’  he  said  in  a low  voice,  ‘ things 
here  depend  very  much  on  what  occurs  at 
Caubul,  and  reports  from  there  are  bad. 
The  English  are  getting  the  worst  of  it  in 
their  stru^o^le  with  Akbar  Khan  and  the 
other  Sirdars  ; they  are  running  short  of 
supplies,  it  is  said,  and  dare  not  move  from 
their  cantonment.  Nay,  there  is  some  talk 
of  capitulation  even,  as  you  may  have  heard.’ 

‘ You  are  indeed  a messenger  of  evil  !’ 
cried  the  Colonel  sadly  ; ^ but,  with  the  fine 
force  they  have,  you  can’t  persuade  me  they 
will  not  fight  it  out  to  the  very  end.’ 

‘ I only  give  my  information  for  what  it 
is  worth,’  observed  the  Moonshi  quietly. 

‘Yes,  I understand  that,  of  course  ; but 
there  has  been  nothing  especially  alarming 
reported  from  Caubul  within  the  last  day  or 
two,  has  there  V 

‘ No,  no,’  agreed  Heera  Lall  ; ‘ there  has 
not.’ 
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‘ Then  why  this  sudden  seizure  of  the 
Agent  by  Mahomed  Shah  ? That  is  what 
I want  to  know.’ 

The  Moonshi  moved  his  head,  apparently 
in  agreement  with  Colonel  Cresswell’s  ques- 
tion. 

‘ It  is  the  very  thing  that  puzzles  your 
230or  servant,’  he  replied ; ‘ for  ’tis  a bold 
move  on  the  Sirdar’s  part,  knowing  as  he 
must  how  immediately  he  will  have  to 
defend  himself  for  making  it.’ 

‘ Ay,’  answered  the  Colonel  grimly  ; ‘ he 
will  have  that  to  do,  and  right  soon  too. 
But  look  here  at  this  letter  I came  upon 
just  now  in  a drawer  in  Stanhope  Sahib’s 
writing-table.  Bead  it,  and  say  what  you 
think  it  means.’ 

The  Moonshi  took  the  little  Persian  epistle 
between  his  fingers,-  and  began  to  run  over 
it  as  if  it  were  of  no  importance  ; but  in  a 
moment  his  expression  changed,  he  drew  his 
lips  together  in  silent  surprise,  and  looked 
up  at  the  Colonel  with  a very  grave  expres- 
sion on  his  face.  Then  he  turned  the  letter 
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over,  marking  particularly  its  address,  and 
finally  put  it  to  his  nose. 

‘ Phew  !’  he  exclaimed,  chuckling  quietly 
to  himself  as  he  laid  the  little  sheet  on  the 
table  before  him.  ‘ An  interesting  bit  of 
evidence — and  an  important  one.  Colonel 
Sahib  !’ 

‘ You  think  so,  do  you  V 

‘ I’m  certain  of  it,’  returned  the  Moonshi 
with  assurance.  ‘ And  it  was  discovered  in 
the  sahib’s  writinof-table  ?’ 

‘Yes,  I found  it  there  myself,’  replied  the 
Colonel. 

‘ Whv  did  the  sahib  not  show  it  me  of 

•y 

his  own  accord  V questioned  Heera  Lall. 

‘ (3h,  had  he  done  so,  what  mischief  might 
have  been  avoided  !’ 

The  Colonel  was  becoming  deeply  in- 
terested. 

‘ You  see  more  in  it  than  I do,’  he  said  ; 

‘ but  that  I rather  expected.’ 

The  Moonshi  was  lost  in  thought  for  some 
seconds. 

‘ ’Tis  from  someone  who  knows  intimately 
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what  plotting  is  being  carried  on  against 
the  English,  yet  who  is  also  most  friendly 
to  Stanhope  Sahib — -so  much  is  evident,’  he 
remarked  quietly. 

‘ Of  course,  of  course  ; but  who  can  the 
man  be  V asked  the  Colonel  impatiently. 

‘ Gently,  sahib — gently.  Why  assume  it 
is  a man  V 

‘ What ! do  you  suggest  it  can  be  a woman, 
Moonshi  ? No,  no;  that’s  very  unlikely,’ 
returned  the  Colonel  with  decision.  ‘ Unless, 
indeed,’  he  added,  ‘ you  politicals  employ 
them  to — to  gain  information  for  you.’ 

Heera  Lall  smiled. 

‘ This  is  from  no  spy,’  he  said,  ‘ but  from 
a secret  friend  of  the  sahib,  and  one  of  some 
power  and  influence,  who  can  save  him  in  an 
extremity,  and  will  preserve  him  if  he  is 
submissive  and  discreet.’ 

‘ Yes,  I see  all  that.’ 

‘ In  addition,  it  is  from  a Mahomedan.’ 

‘ Well,  I suppose  so,  from  the  phraseology.’ 

‘ No  doubt  of  it.  And,  from  the  same 
evidence,  very  much,  I judge  the  sender  to 
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be  a woman,  for  who  but  a woman  would 
address  him  as  “ dearest  sahib,”  and  speak 
of  being  “ his  warmest  well-wisher  ” V 

‘ They  are  curious  expressions,’  agreed  the 
Chlonel  meditatively. 

' And,  again,  what  man  would  make  any 
sacrifice  ” for  him  V 

' I don’t  know,  I’m  sure,’  was  the  reply. 

‘ Yet,  woman-like,  this  person  shrinks  from 
discovery.’ 

‘ Yes,  I see  that.’ 

‘ Lastly,’  asked  Heera  Lall  with  confidence, 
‘ who  hut  a woman  would  use  scented  paper 
for  her  letter  ?’ 

The  Colonel  was  silent,  and  the  other  con- 
tinued : 

‘ The  sender  of  the  letter  is  not  far  off, 
since  it  is  only  addressed  to  the  sahib,  “ at 
Cantonments  ” ?’ 

To  this  also  the  Colonel  assented. 

' Now,  no  woman^ — certainly  no  Afghan 
woman — could  write  such  a letter  in  the 
Persian  or  any  other  character,’  was  Heera 
Lall’s  next  observation. 
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The  Colonel’s  face  expressed  surprise. 

‘ Impossible,’ continued  the  Moonshi,  ‘ quite 
impossible.  Therefore,  some  scribe  committed 
her  message  to  the  paper  for  her,  and  is  fully 
cognizant  of  it.’ 

‘ That’s  not  a pleasant  thought  in  these 
times  of  danger,’  remarked  the  Colonel  in  a 
low  tone. 

Then  there  came  a silence  for  some  seconds, 
during  which  Heera  Lall  examined  the  handi- 
craft on  the  paper  before  him  with  deep  atten- 
tion. 

‘ I have  the  strongest  suspicion  respecting 
the  hand  that  wrote  this,  sahib,’  he  said, 
looking  up  at  last,  ‘ for,  if  I’m  not  mistaken, 
I myself  have  received  many  letters  from  the 
owner  of  it.’ 

‘ You  don’t  say  so,  Moonshi  ?’  exclaimed 
the  Colonel  in  admiration. 

‘ Yes  ; you  very  probably  may  not  know 
him,  but  he  is  an  able  fellow  in  his  way.  I 
mean  Meer  Ushruff  Ali,  Mahomed  Shah 
Khan’s  secretary  and  general  adviser.’ 

‘ Keally  ? I’ve  seen  the  fellow,  of  course.’ 
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‘ Oh  yes ; he  invariably  accomi^aiiies  the 
Sirdar  wherever  he  goes,  and,  you  will  re- 
member, wears  spectacles  which  he  has  sent 
out  to  him  from  England.  Indeed,  he  affects 
to  love  everything  English  in  quite  an  absurd 
fashion.’ 

‘ Does  he  ?’  laughed  the  Colonel.  ‘ He 
shows  good  taste  there.’ 

‘ Perhaps,’  replied  Heera  Lall  dryly  ; ‘ but 
there  may  be  other  reasons.  He  is  very 
cunning.’ 

‘ I remember  Stanhope  Sahib  dislikes  him, 
so  he  told  me.’ 

‘ Certainly,’  responded  the  Moonshi ; ‘ there’s 
no  love  lost  between  them — that  has  been 
evident  for  long  past.’ 

‘ ’Tis  queer,  then,’  said  the  Colonel,  ‘ that 
this  friendly  epistle  should  come  from  him  to 
the  sahib.’ 

‘ Ah,  he  wrote  it,  you  see,  because  he  writes 
all  the  letters  that  issue  from  the  castle,’  re- 
turned the  Moonshi  in  no  uncertain  tone ; 
' but  the  letter  itself  is  from  a woman,  as  I 
have  already  shown.’ 
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‘ From  what  woman,  then  ?’  demanded  his 
auditor,  hardly  expecting  a definite  reply  to 
his  question. 

‘ From  the  wife  of  Ushruff  Ali’s  master,  the 
Lady  Shah  Jehan.’ 

‘ You  don’t  say  so  !’  cried  the  astonished 
Colonel.  ‘Well,  that’s  perfectly  amazing  to 
me,  because  the  sahib  can  never  have  even 
seen  her,  though,  doubtless,  he  has  heard,  as 
we  all  have,  of  her  reputed  beauty.’ 

‘ Yet  she  may  have  set  eyes  on  the  sahib,’ 
was  the  shrewd  reply,  ‘ for  purdahs  are  not 
always  opaque,  and  ladies’  eyes  are  keen  and 
piercing.’ 

‘ I see,’  laughed  the  Colonel,  only  half  con- 
vinced. 

‘ Oh,  I know  it,  sahib,  for  certain  ; and, 
what’s  more,  I have  information  that  the  lady 
detests  her  husband,  and  with  some  reason, 
too.’ 

‘You  are  wonderful,  Moonshi,  I must  say.’ 

‘ Truly,  Colonel  Sahib,’  observed  Heera 
Lall  in  a lowered  tone,  ‘ one  has  to  have  one’s 
eyes  and  ears  all  open  when  dealing  with 
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these  people  ; but  my  acquaintance,  Moni,  a 
confidential  servant  of  the  great  lady,  who 
has  lived  in  an  English  family,  meeting  with 
kindness  there  and  having  a liking  for  your 
people  in  consequence,  gives  me  useful  intelli- 
gence from  time  to  time,  and  hence  it  is  I can 
speak  so  confidently.’ 

‘Yes,  yes,  I understand  better  now,’  as- 
sented the  Colonel. 

‘ The  worst  of  it  is  that,  though  Stanhope 
Sahib  himself  is  perfectly  innocent  as  regards 
the  lady,  owing  to  this  letter  having  been 
written  by  Ushruff  Ali,  it  may  be  feared  he 
has  revealed  its  contents  to  his  master,  thus 
•traitorously  betraying  the  confidence  placed 
in  him  by  Shah  Jehan,  and  poisoning  the 
Sirdar’s  mind  by  suggesting  to  it  entirely 
false  inferences.’ 

‘ The  fellow  deserves  hanging !’  exclaimed 
the  Colonel  with  vehemence. 

Heera  Tail  nodded  significantly. 

‘ You  see,’  he  continued,  ‘ having  excited 
Mahomed  Shah’s  jealousy  to  the  utmost — 
and  you  are  aware  how  acutely  the  Afghans 
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feel  on  such  subjects — the  secretary  has  no 
doubt  painted  Shah  Jehan’s  declaration  of 
her  desire  to  save  Stanhope  Sahib  in  its 
darkest  colours,  and  as  a plain  evidence  of 
their  guilt ; and  doubtless  the  Sirdar  has, 
like  a beast  of  prey,  been  waiting  his  oppor- 
tunity with  a cruel  patience.’ 

He  stopped  a moment,  to  allow  the  Colonel 
time  for  consideration. 

' I don’t  understand,’  said  the  latter,  ‘ why 
he  should  have  seized  the  sahib  now,  for  he 
must  know  how  rapidly  we  shall  act ; and, 
though  his  fortress  is  a strong  one,  he  cannot 
hope  to  hold  it  against  us  for  many  days.’ 

‘ Ah,  yes,  it  does  seem  puzzling,’  agreed 
the  Moonshi  thoughtfully  ; ^ and  yet,  do  you 
know,  sahib,  I’m  inclined  to  think  it  goes  far 
to  prove,  in  the  words  of  the  lady’s  letter, 
that  the  opportunity  for  those  whom  we 
deem  friends  to  cut  us  off  and  destroy  us  is 
nearer  than  you  are  aware  of,  that  the  plots 
of  the  Sirdar  and  his  friends  have  come  to  a 
head,  and,  in  fact,  that  the  crisis  is  upon  us.’ 

'Well,  let  it  be  so!’  cried  the  Colonel, 
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looking  anxiously  at  his  watch.  ‘ The  council 
of  senior  officers  will  meet  here  immedi- 
ately, when  we  shall  decide  on  our  plan  of 
action.’ 

‘ That’s  right,’  returned  Heera  Lall  with  a 
satisfied  air ; ‘ for  I am  convinced  it  is  only 
because  the  rising  is  close  at  hand  that 
Mahomed  Shah  has  dared  to  lay  hands  on 
the  sahib.’ 

^ Most  probably  you  are  correct,  and,  at 
any  rate,  a few  hours  will  decide,’  said  the 
Colonel,  rising  and  taking  a turn  round  the 
room.  Then,  on  a sudden,  he  faced  the 
Moonshi.  ' Will  this  Afghan  make  away 
with  the  sahib  at  once,  do  you  think  ?’  he 
asked  in  a hoarse  whisper. 

The  other  considered  a moment. 

‘ ’Tis  difficult  to  say — very  difficult,’  he 
answered  ; ‘ because,  if  my  ideas  are  correct, 
the  motives  by  which  the  Sirdar  is  influenced 
are  so  mixed.  There  is  the  political  reason, 
no  doubt,  of  taking  from  us  at  a most  critical 
moment  our  chief  adviser  and  guide,  while, 
on  the  other  hand,  one  cannot  but  feel  how 
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strongly  private  feelings  and  passions  have 
prompted  him  to  this  extreme  act.’ 

‘We  wont  give  him  long  to  consider;  of 
that  you  may  be  sure,’  rejoined  the  Colonel 
with  confidence. 

‘No,  of  course  not,’  was  the  reply;  ‘but, 
on  the  whole,  I expect  the  Sirdar  will  hold 
the  sahib  as  a hostage,  not  daring  at  once  to 
proceed  to  extremities  with  him.’ 

‘ I hardly  see  what  you  mean,  I confess.’ 

‘ This  Ushruff  Ali  will  guide  his  master  in 
the  matter,  you  may  be  sure,  and  will  not 
allow  him  to  throw  away  carelessly  so 
valuable  a counter  in  the  game  ; for,  as  long 
as  they  hold  the  sahib  as  their  prisoner,  they 
possess  a powerful  base  of  negotiation,  in  case 
matters  turn  out  less  favourably  than  they 
hope.  Do  you  see  that  ?’ 

‘ Why,  yes,  of  course  I do  !’  cried  the 
Colonel  in  delight.  ‘ You’ve  taken  a load  off 
my  mind,  I declare,  Moonshi,  by  putting  it  so.’ 

‘ It’s  only  what  occurs  to  me’,  rejoined 
Heera  Lall  modestly  ; ‘ and  I am  but  a man, 
after  all,  you  know,  sahib.’ 
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‘ Ay,  ay,  but  a very  able  one,’  was  Colonel 
Cresswell’s  remark.  ‘ Come  in  !’  he  cried  in 
a louder  tone,  as  a knocking  was  heard  at 
the  door.  ‘ Here  they  are,  I expect,  and  we 
must  make  room  for  the  party  as  well  as 
we  can.’ 

Dash  wood,  entering  at  the  moment,  ushered 
in  the  various  officers  whom  he  had  just 
warned,  and  who  formed  the  little  council, 
and  to  them,  without  loss  of  time,  the 
(Colonel  proceeded  to  unfold  the  plan  of 
operations  he  had  formed  for  the  attack  on 
Mahomed  Shah  Khan’s  stronghold. 


[ 215  ] 


CHAPTEE  XY. 

THE  EIEST  ACTION. 

The  morning-star  was  still  visible  when  the 
troops  that  were  to  take  the  field  against  the 
Afghan  Chief  were  on  the  alert  and  preparing 
for  the  heavy  task  before  them.  Silently 
they  got  through  their  hasty  meal  and  fell 
into  the  ranks,  where,  having  been  carefully 
inspected  by  their  officers,  they  waited  the 
coming  of  Colonel  Cresswell  and  his  little 
staff.  Nor  were  they  kept  long,  for  punctual 
to  the  moment  he  rode  up,  and  immediately 
after  the  little  column,  with  its  battery  care- 
fully protected,  and  its  cavalry  partly  in 
advance  to  feel  the  way,  and  partly  disposed 
on  either  flank,  moved  off,  taking  to  the  open 
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country  by  a route  previously  surveyed  with 
the  utmost  care  and  attention. 

At  this  point  Heera  Lall  appeared,  seated 
on  an  active  little  pony  he  had  recently 

‘ Ah  !’  said  the  Colonel  in  a low  voice  ; 
* I’m  glad  to  see  you,  Moonshi,  though  fight- 
ing isn’t  much  in  your  way,  is  it  ?’ 

‘ Well,  no.  Colonel;  but  I have  some  im- 
portant news  for  you,  which  may  modify 
your  proceedings,  and  which  I wished  to 
communicate  with  my  own  lips.’ 

‘ Yes  ? Let  me  have  it,  then,  at  once.’ 

‘ In  addition  to  the  reinforcements  that 
arrived  last  night  at  the  castle,  I have  just 
learned  a force  of  Afghan  horse  is  even  now 
marching  in.’ 

‘ Is  that  so  ? Then,  w^e  must  alter  matters 
at  once.  Here,  Dashwood,  tell  Curtis  to 
extend  his  cavalry  still  further  to  the  front, 
and  warn  Heyward  his  guns  may  have  to 
come  into  action  lono^  before  we  reach  the 
fort.’ 

Dashwood  rode  olf  at  a gallop,  and  the 
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Colonel,  looking  round,  thanked  Heera  Lall 
for  his  warningf. 

‘ I can  see  how  it  is,’  he  muttered  to  him- 
self. ‘We  shall  have  to  make  this  move- 
ment little  more  than  a preliminary  one,  and 
simj^ly  take  up  a good  position  on  the  high 
ground  to  the  west  of  the  castle,  whence 
our  heavy  guns  can  act  subsequently  with 
elfect.  ’ 

The  light  was  now  rapidly  increasing,  the 
air  blew  cool  and  fresh  in  the  faces  of  the 
men,  and  they  all  stepped  forward  confi- 
dently to  meet  the  enemy.  Colonel  Cresswell 
cantered  on  to  the  head  of  the  column,  and 
through  his  glasses  could  make  out  pretty 
distinctly  the  movements  of  the  opposing 
force,  now  hastily  taking  up  its  position  on 
the  very  hill  he  himself  had  been  intending 
to  occupy. 

As  Dashwood  rode  up,  the  first  shots 
were  being  exchanged  between  the  advanced 
cavalry  videttes  on  either  side,  and  it  was 
evident  the  action  had  in  reality  begun,  while 
the  rumble  of  the  guns  as  they  galloped 
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across  the  hard  ground  proved  how  eager 
Major  Heyward  was  to  take  his  part  in  it. 

‘ No  chance,  as  I half  hoped,  of  capturing 
the  castle  by  a couj)  de  main,’’  observed  the 
Colonel  regretfully  ; ‘ so  what  we  have  to  do 
is  to  get  possession  of  that  rocky  hill — do 
you  see.  Dash  wood  ? — for  it’s  the  key  of  the 
position,  and  I must  have  it  taken  at  any 
cost.’ 

‘ Yes,  sir  ; just  where  they  are  thickest.’ 

‘ Curtis  must  instantly  send  a troop  round 
by  that  dense  cover  on  the  left  to  fall  un-. 
observed  on  their  rear,  while  Heyward  boldly 
advances  his  guns  and  gives  them  a dose  of- 
shrapnel  from  the  front.’ 

It  was  pretty  to  see  the  latter  movement, 
for  the  artillery  officer,  while  dashing  forward 
at  a gallop  and  clearing  the  obstacles  before 
him  in  a wonderful  fashion,  was  yet  careful 
to  select  a spot  covered  by  a bare  mound  in 
his  immediate  front,  whence  he  presently 
poured  a perfect  rain  of  shrapnel  into  the 
mass  of  the  enemy’s  cavalry  drawn  up  at  the 
base  of  the  western  hill. 


THE  FIRST  ACTION 


219 


‘ Good  !’  cried  the  Colonel  aloud,  as  he 
watched  the  effect  of  the  fire.  ‘ Those  sowars 
won’t  stand  it  long — eh,  Lestock  V 

‘Why,  no,’  replied  the  Surgeon -Major  ; 
‘ they  are  giving  way  already  ; and,  see,  our 
front  is  clearing.  They  can’t  endure  the 
deadly  shower,  and,  being  mounted,  find  it 
easier  to  turn  tail  than  to  keep  their  ground.’ 

As  he  spoke,  a jesail-ball  whizzed  between 
him  and  the  Colonel,  wounding  in  the  arm 
the  unwarlike  Moonshi,  who  was  close  beside 
them. 

‘ A-a-h  !’  ejaculated  the  latter,  looking  at 
Lestock  in  a terrified  manner ; ‘ they  have 
done  for  me,  sahib.  Why  did  I ever  come 
here,  oh  why  ! to  such  a dreadful  scene  as 
this  ?’ 

Lestock  was  off  in  a moment,  and,  dis- 
mounting the  poor  fellow,  examined  his  arm, 
and  speedily  bound  it  up. 

‘ All  right,’  he  said  soothingly  ; ‘ it’s  only  a 
flesh-wound,  and  will  soon  heal.  So,  Moonshi, 
will  you  mount  again,  or  be  carried  off  in  this 
hospital-doolie  to  the  rear  ?’ 
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‘ Sahib,  let  me  go  back.  I am  a man  of 
peace,  and  should  never  have  come  out  here.’ 

‘ Certainly ; of  course.  Here  with  the 
doolie  r 

It  seemed  the  bearers  were  not  sorry  to 
take  themselves  off  the  field,  together  with 
the  unlucky  Heera  Lall,  though  their  con- 
duct under  fire  was  usually  extraordinarily 
steady,  and  their  attitude,  even  in  critical 
circumstances,  admirable. 

‘ I’m  sorry  for  the  Moonshi,’  remarked 
Colonel  Cresswell  kindly,  as  Lestock  rejoined 
him.  ‘ But  you  know  how  it  always  is  that 
volunteers  are  certain  to  be  wounded  when 
they  go  into  a fight.’ 

‘ Oh  yes,  sir  ; that  goes  without  saying.’ 

‘ Look  here,  Lestock,’  exclaimed  the 
Colonel  suddenly,  after  a careful  survey  of 
the  western  hill,  and  the  hundreds  of  the 
enemy’s  infantry  bristling  on  every  point  of 
vantage  there  : ‘ Dash  wood  isn’t  back,  and 
these  jesails  carry  a long  way  further  than 
the  muskets  of  our  men.  Of  course,  the 
latter  are  lying  down  at  present ; but  I must 
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have  them  U23  soon  for  a charge  on  the  hill, 
and,  to  save  loss,  want  Heyward  to  advance 
nearer  and  give  them  a good  shaking  first. 
Just  gallop  to  him,  and  tell  him  to  go 
round  by  the  right  and  open  on  them.’ 

Meantime,  Dashwood  had  had  much 
difficulty  in  finding  Major  Curtis,  though  he 
had  come  upon  a troop  of  his  regiment  under 
a native  officer. 

‘ I have  orders  for  the  Major  Sahib,’  he 
called  out  ; ‘ where  is  he  now?’ 

‘ I know  not,  sahib,’  was  the  reply,  ‘ but 
will  send  off  my  orderly  to  find  him.’ 

‘ No  ; this  is  important,  and  time  is  every- 
thing. Bring  your  troop  after  me — I’ll  show 
you  the  way  myself.’ 

He  trotted  off,  closely  followed  by  the 
cavalry,  and  rapidly  they  cleared  the  ground, 
and  unperceived  reached  the  rear  of  the 
western  hill,  with  its  rocky  ridge,  along 
which  the  jesailchis  were  clustering,  firing 
their  pieces  at  the  battery  in  front  of  them, 
and  not  dreaming  of  an  attack  from  the 
rear. 
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But  between  Dashwood  and  the  hill  there 
could  be  seen  a small  body  of  horsemen, 
carrying  in  their  midst  a green  flag,  which 
indicated  distinctly  enough  how  they  were 
followers  of  the  Prophet,  while  their  ascetic 
aspect  and  eager  eyes  showed  them  to  he 
true  Ghazis,  who  were  only  awaiting  a good 
opportunity  to  make  the  keenness  of  their 
tulwars  felt  by  their  Kafir  foes. 

In  an  instant,  as  their  leader  marked  the 
sudden  and  unexpected  array  in  double  line 
of  his  foe  within  a couple  of  hundred  paces 
of  him,  he  called  on  his  men  to  charge, 
shouting : 

‘ Allah  has  at  last  delivered  these  do^s  into 

O 

our  hands  ; smite  them,  then,  and  cut  them 
down,  in  the  name  of  the  Most  High,  and  of 
His  Prophet,  wdiose  servants  we  all  are  !’ 

It  was  a desperate  onslaught,  but  Dash- 
wood’s  men  responded  nobly  to  his  cal],  and, 
being  already  in  motion,  possessed  an  im- 
portant advantage  over  their  enemy,  com- 
pelled as  he  was  to  get  up  the  necessary 
momentum  within  an  insufficient  space  of 
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time  and  distance.  Still,  the  shock  was 
severe  as  they  met  at  top  speed,  and  the 
slashing  and  cutting  did  not  readily  cease, 
no  quarter  being  asked  for  or  given.  The 
green  flag  went  down  at  the  first  impact,  but 
Dashwood  found  the  Ghazi  leader  a really 
fine  swordsman,  and  before  he  was  able  to 
run  him  through  with  his  long  cavalry  blade 
had  received  across  his  bridle-hand  a very 
ugly  gash. 

Looking  round  after  the  encounter,  which 
had  entirely  occupied  him  for  several  minutes, 
he  perceived  that,  though  many  of  his  men 
had  fallen,  there  remained  but  half  a dozen 
of  the  Ghazis  in  their  saddles,  these  being 
hardly  pressed,  though  absolutely  disdaining 
to  yield  to  the  numbers  round  them.  One 
by  one  they  went  down,  cut  to  pieces  by  the 
sabres  of  the  troopers,  their  lips  muttering 
curses  on  the  victors,  their  minds  at  rest 
in  the  knowledge  that  for  them  the  gates  of 
paradise  were  open  wide,  since  their  death 
was  the  result  of  devotion  to  God  and  the 
Prophet.  [ 
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Dashwood’s  duty  now  was  to  re-form  the 
troop — a task  he  had  himself  to  carry  out,  as 
the  native  officer  had  been  severely  wounded. 
But  a few  seconds  sufficed,  and  under  a rain 
of  balls  he  led  them  up  the  hill  in  the  most 
gallant  fashion,  striking  terror  into  the 
tribesmen,  who,  attacked  both  in  front  and 
rear,'  fled  in  the  utmost  confusion  from 
the  ridge,  leaving  their  entire  position  in 
the  hands  of  the  little  column  of  the 
Eimlish. 

‘ Well  done,  Bobert !’  exclaimed  Colonel 
Cresswell  as  they  encountered  each  other  a 
few  minutes  later  on  the  summit  of  the  hill. 
^ I was  becoming  anxious  about  the  attack  in 
the  rear,  and  wondering  what  had  become  of 
you,  when  the  sight  of  those  fellows  scuttling 
off  showed  you  had  got  the  cavalry  to  work 
in  the  nick  of  time.’ 

‘ Yes,  sir,’  replied  the  young  officer  ; ' I 
should  have  returned  to  you,  of  course,  only 
the  movement  was  important,  as  you  said, 
and  Major  Curtis  was  in  another  part  of  the 
field,  so  I just  took  the  troop  with  me,  and 
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we  managed  to  bring  off  the  charge  about 
the  right  moment.’ 

‘ You  did  indeed  ; it  was  capital,  and  I’ll 
pardon  you  for  not  returning  to  me.’ 

Greatly  pleased,  Dashwood  saluted  and 
took  his  place  near  the  Colonel,  while  several 
of  the  senior  officers  rode  up  to  receive  their 
orders  as  to  the  dispositions  that  had  imme- 
diately to  be  made. 

‘ You  will  place  half  your  battery  in  posi- 
tion here,  Heyward,’  said  the  Colonel  to  that 
officer,  ‘ as  we  shall  occupy  this  hill  on 
account  of  its  commanding  so  entirely  the 
castle  ; and  I intend  to  leave  five  hundred 
infantry  with  your  guns,  so  that  all  shall  be 
safe  from  any  attack.’ 

‘ Yes,  Colonel  ; certainly.’ 

‘ Then  the  heavy  guns  will  be  brought  up 
during  the  day,  and  should  be  ready  to  open 
fire  on  the  fortress  before  nightfall.’ 

‘ Undoubtedly,  sir ; and  we  shall  make 
it  pretty  hot  for  the  Afghans  in  a very  short 
time.  ’ 

‘We  have  to  remember,’  remarked  the 

15 
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Colonel,  ‘ how  awkward  Stanhope’s  position 
is,  and  do  our  best  to  save  him.’ 

‘ Ah  !’  replied  the  artillery  officer  with  a 
grim  smile  ; ‘ when  the  shells  are  bursting  in 
their  rooms,  and  the  heavy  shot  bringing 
down  the  walls  about  their  ears,  I expect 
this  Mahomed  Shah  and  his  fellows  will  be 
ready  enough  to  give  him  up.’ 

‘ I hope  so  ; we  shall  see.’ 

‘ What  devils  these  Afghans  are !’  cried 
Lestock,  riding  up  at  this  moment  to  Dash- 
wood,  apparently  very  angry.  ‘ What  do 
you  think  has  just  happened  to  me  ?’ 

‘Oh,  I can’t  guess,  for  they  are  queer 
fellows  in  many  ways,’  was  the  reply. 

‘ It  was  on  the  field  down  there,  and, 
having  gone  through  all  our  own  wounded, 
and  provided  for  them,  I thought  I would 
do  what  I could  for  our  enemies.  Well,  I 
came  upon  one  terribly  shot  about,  with  his 
jaw  carried  away,  and  altogether  only  just 
alive ; but  as  I looked  at  him  he  pointed  with 
his  finger  to  my  water-bottle,  indicating  I 
should  moisten  his  remaining  lip  with  it.’ 
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‘ Poor  beggar  T muttered  Dashwood. 

‘ Just  what  I thought,’  agreed  Lestock  ; 

‘ so  I unslung  the  bottle,  and  was  stooping 
to  give  him  a drop,  when — would  you  believe 
it  ? — he  drew  out  a pistol  he  must  have  had 
ready  all  the  time  under  his  posh  teen,  and 
fired  point-blank  in  my  face.’ 

‘ Well,  that  was  too  bad  !’  exclaimed  his 
friend  in  surprise. 

‘ You  see  how  it  has  blackened  my  fore- 
head ; but,  most  luckily,  I managed  to  give 
his  hand  a sudden  push,  so  the  ball  made  a 
hole  only  in  my  cap  instead  of  in  my  head  !’ 

‘ Very  fortunate,  Lestock ; but  what  a 
black  traitor,  to  be  sure  ! I hope  you  gave 
him  a rap  on  the  knuckles  in  return  ?’ 

‘ No,  no,’  said  the  surgeon,  ‘ I couldn’t 
treat  him  so  ; and  it  was  an  expiring  effort, 
for  next  moment  he  fell  back  on  the  ground, 
glaring  at  me  with  his  starting  eyes,  and  so 
died,  without  a word.’ 

They  had  been  riding  slowly  along  the 
position  during  this  conversation  ; but  now 
the  Colonel  stopped  to  receive  the  report  of 
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Major  Curtis,  who  came  up,  having  just  re- 
turned from  the  pursuit  with  his  cavalry  of 
the  remnant  of  the  Afghan  force. 

‘ We  have  accounted  for  well  on  to  two 
hundred  of  them,  sir,’  he  began,  ‘ and  they 
are  so  completely  broken  and  dispersed  that 
no  body  of  even  half  a dozen  holds  together 
anywhere.’ 

Wery  good;  and  I hope  our  loss  is 
?’ 

‘ Two  killed  and  three  wounded  is  what  I 
am  told,  sir,  though  these  fellows  invariably 
sell  their  lives  at  a high  price  if  they  can.’ 

‘ Yes,  yes ; of  course  I know  that,  Curtis.’ 

‘ I say,  Dashwood,’  cried  Lestock  suddenly, 
seeing  the  young  officer  leaning  forward  in 
the  saddle  as  if  in  pain,  ‘ is  anything  wrong 
with  you,  for  you’re  looking  very  pale  V 

‘ Oh,  it’s  nothing — only  this  hand  I got  a 
scratch  on  just  now,  and  I suppose  it  makes 
me  feel  a bit  faint.’ 

Instantly  the  surgeon  dismounted,  and, 
having  induced  Dashwood  to  do  the  same, 
was  able  to  dress  his  wound  satisfactorily  and 
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assure  him  It  would  in  all  probability  heal 
quickly. 

‘ Lucky  it  didn’t  go  deeper,’  he  remarked, 

' or  you  might  have  lost  the  use  of  some  of 
your  fingers  ; as  it  is,  there’s  not  the  least 
fear  on  that  score,  but  you  must  just  keep  it 
in  a sling  for  a few  days.’ 

Then,  all  the  arrangements  connected  with 
holding  the  position  against  any  possible 
surprise  having  been  completed  — rifle-pits 
having  been  formed  all  along  the  front,  and 
cavalry  videttes  placed  at  frequent  intervals 
far  and  near  on  every  side — the  men  were 
made  as  comfortable  as  possible  in  their 
bivouac,  and  the  cooks  set  to  work  to  furnish 
to  them  their  early  dinner. 

It  was  now  a bright  and  clear  day,  the  sun 
just  tipping  with  brilliant  flashes  the  bayonets 
of  the  infantry  that,  with  half  of  Heyward’s 
battery  and  a squadron  of  the  cavalry,  headed 
by  Colonel  Cress  well  and  his  staff,  were  to 
return  to  the  cantonment. 

‘ This  business  is  well  begun,’  remarked 
the  Colonel  as  they  rode  along,  the  band 
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playing  merrily  in  front,  ‘ and  we  must  hope 
it  will  have  as  good  an  ending.  Only  it  is 
unlucky  about  you,  Robert.’ 

‘ Oh,  I shall  be  all  right,  sir,  and  don’t  in- 
tend in  the  least  to  go  on  the  sick-list.  No, 
no  ; it  would  make  me  miserable  to  have  to 
do  that  just  at  this  exciting  moment.’ 

‘ What  do  you  think,  Restock  ? Can  he 
do  his  work  or  not?’ 

‘Well,  sir,  it  won’t  hurt  him  if  he  only 
retains  his  sling  as  it  is  now,’  replied  the 
surgeon  ; ‘ and,  of  course,  it  would  be  hard 
lines  on  him  to  be  out  of  the  interesting 
events  that  are  before  us.’ 

‘ Very  good ; let  it  be  so,  then,’  agreed  the 
Colonel,  eyeing  Dashwood  with  alfection  and 
pride,  though  all  the  time  fearing,  for  his 
daughter’s  sake,  the  danger  the  young  fellow 
was  courting.  ‘ I must  not  stand  in  the  way 
of  his  chances ; so,  Robert,  my  boy,  you  must 
make  the  best  of  them— albeit  I need  not 
exhort  you  to  do  that.’ 
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CHAPTER  XYI. 

USHRUFF  ALI. 

‘ I don’t  know  what  you  Sirdars  think  of 
matters ; but  this  castle  of  mine  will  stand  a 
good  deal  of  knocking  about,  and  I for  one 
don’t  intend  to  surrender  it.’ 

The  speaker  was  Mahomed  Shah  Khan, 
and  his  friends  were  the  same  who  had  visited 
him  so  short  a time  ago,  and  who,  returning 
to  Ghilzan,  had  participated  in  the  defeat  by 
Colonel  Cresswell  that  morning  of  the  Afghan 
host. 

‘ Well,’  said  Shere  Khan,  who  naturally 
took  the  lead,  ‘ we  shall  have  a much  better 
chance  behind  these  stone  walls  than  we  had 
to-day  in  the  open — that’s  certain,  Sirdar.’ 

‘ Perhaps,’  agreed  Ameen-oolah,  speaking 
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in  a very  subdued  tone.  ‘ The  Feringhis  are 
more  than  a match  for  us  in  the  open — I’ll 
confess  that,  pigs  that  they  are  !’ 

‘ I suppose  the  smart  of  that  cut  on  your 
head  has  made  you  less  lively  than  usual,’ 
observed  the  host  with  a touch  of  sarcasm ; 
‘ but  surely,  my  friend,  you  would  not  tamely 
give  up  Stanhope  Sahib,  and  submit  to  the 
domination  of  these  Kafirs  ?’ 

‘ No,  no ; I never  said  that,’  muttered 
Ameen-oolah,  all  his  former  impetuosity 
seeming  to  have  left  him.  ‘ But  we  must 
look  to  results,  and,  frankly,  it  seems  doubt- 
ful how  long  this  investment  of  our  position 
can  he  resisted.’ 

‘ Oh,  I don't  believe  they  can  do  us  much 
harm,’  remarked  Mahomed  Shah,  unslinging 
his  glass  from  his  shoulder,  ‘ for  they  have 
but  two  or  three  heavy  pieces,  which  it 
will  take  them  days  to  move  : Ushruff  All 
can  tell  us  about  them,  no  doubt,  having 
been  admitted  once  by  a friend  to  see 
them.’ 

The  little  group  turned  their  eyes  by 
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common  consent  on  the  secretary,  who  had 
not  hitherto  spoken. 

‘ Sirdars,’  he  began  in  his  usual  quiet  tone, 
‘ there  are  in  the  Feringhi  cantonment  three 
siege-guns  and  a mortar,  with  ample  store  of 
ammunition  ; that  I know  for  certain.’ 

Ameen-oolah  showed  signs  of  disturbance. 

‘ We  must  hope  they  won’t  bring  them  to 
bear  on  us  here,’  he  murmured  ominously, 
putting  his  hand  up  to  his  head  as  if  to  keep 
in  mind  the  injury  he  had  received. 

The  Sirdars  were  standing  on  a tower  of  the 
fortress  looking  towards  the  ridge,  the  posses- 
sion of  which  they  had  lost  that  morning,  and 
as  Mahomed  Shah  closely  scrutinized  the  posi- 
tion, it  became  evident  to  him  his  reliance  on 
the  strength  of  his  castle  walls  might,  sooner 
than  he  had  anticipated,  be  put  to  the  proof. 

‘ I’m  not  certain,’  he  observed,  ‘ what  these 
Kafirs  are  about,  for  such  is  their  art  one 
cannot  see  much ; but  they  are  working  like 
bees  in  a hive  over  there,  and  very  possibly 
with  a view  to  getting  up  those  heavy  pieces 
we  have  been  speaking  of.’ 
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He  had  passed  his  telescope  to  Shere 
Khan,  who,  however,  seemed  unable  to  use 
it ; nor,  for  some  reason  or  other,  did  the 
erstwhile  daring  and  impetuous  Ameen-oolah 
appear  desirous  to  verify  the  conclusions  of 
his  friend. 

‘ You  have  a keen  eyesight,  Meer  Sahib,’ 
resumed  the  Chief,  offering  the  rejected  glass 
to  his  secretary.  ‘ Tell  us  what  your  idea  is 
of  their  proceedings.’ 

‘ My  knowledge  of  military  matters  is 
small,  sahib,’  was  the  modest  reply,  ‘ and 
this  instrument  is  unfamiliar  to  me  ; but  I 
will  try  to  make  out  what  is  going  on  among 
the  unbelievers.’ 

For  a short  time  there  was  silence  on  the 
tower,  the  only  sounds  audible  being  the 
hum  of  many  voices  from  the  throng  of 
soldiers  in  the  courtyard  of  the  castle,  and 
the  constant  challenge  of  the  sentries  posted 
at  close  intervals  on  its  extended  line  of 
walls  and  bastions.  Indeed,  although  the 
Afghan  host  had  sustained  such  a decided 
defeat  that  day  on  the  western  hill,  many 


USHRUFF  A LI 


235 


hundreds  of  them  had  found  safe  refuge 
within  the  precincts  of  Mahomed  Shah’s 
stronghold,  and  were  ready  and  eager  to 
be  led  forth  against  the  protectors  and 
favourers  of  the  dynasty  they  detested,  and 
which  they  had  sworn  to  Akbar  Khan  they 
would  take  every  means  to  subvert. 

‘ It  seems  to  me,  with  all  submission,’  at 
length  remarked  the  secretary,  * that  they 
are  engaged  in  digging  and  throwing  up 
earth,  for  I can  see  a number  of  their  arms 
moving  rapidly  and  irregularly.’ 

‘ Of  course,  that’s  it  !’  cried  Mahomed 
Shah.  ‘ They  are  preparing  the  position  for 
their  guns,  and  here  we  have  only  now 
found  it  out.  Ah,  well,  we’ll  soon  see  if  we 
cannot  disturb  their  proceedings  a bit,  though 
possibly  it  may  be  too  far  for  us  to  do  them 
any  great  damage,  our  pieces  not  being  of 
sufficient  range  to  reach  them  with  much 
effect.’ 

He  passed  rapidly  along  the  rampart  to 
where,  in  a well-protected  nook,  three  guns 
of  small  calibre  were  mounted,  and  directed 
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the  officer  in  charge  to  lay  them  for  the 
ridge ; nor  would  he  listen  to  the  latter’s 
protestations  that  the  distance  was  far 
beyond  their  compass. 

A puff  of  smoke  and  a very  insignifi- 
cant report  announced  that  No.  1 gun  had 
done  its  worst  ; but  it  was  plain  to  the 
party  of  Sirdars  how  futile  the  attempt  so 
far  had  been  to  stop  the  busy  Feringhis  at 
their  work. 

Next  came  No.  2,  the  shot  from  which 
could  be  seen  to  fall  considerably  short 
of  its  object,  causing  to  all  appearance  only 
a momentary  flutter  amongst  the  English  ; 
while  the  same  fate  attended  the  discharge 
of  No.  3. 

‘ Inshallah  !’  cried  Mahomed  Shah  in  an 
angry  voice  to  the  trembling  officer.  ‘ What 
a useless  battery  yours  is  ! Why,  the  Chris- 
tian dogs  will  only  laugh  at  us  for  using 
such  toys  as  these  against  them.’ 

‘ Eminent  one,’  exclaimed  the  poor  fellow, 
‘ how  is  it  your  slave’s  fault  that  this  is  so  ? 
The  guns  are  small — far  too  small  for  this 
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purpose — and  old-fashioned  too,  so  that  we 
are  at  a terrible  disadvantage.’ 

It  seemed  for  a moment  as  if  the  Sirdar 
would  resent  this  plain-speaking  on  the  part 
of  the  gunner,  and  it  might  have  gone  hard 
with  the  latter  had  not  Ushruff  Ali  thought 
well  to  put  in  a word. 

‘ O most  gracious  one,’  he  said  in  his 
softest  tones,  ‘ I would  respectfully  remind 
your  Honour  how  much  more  powerful  an 
instrument  than  artillery  we  have  amongst 
us  with  which  to  move  the  unbelievers — if 
it  comes  to  the  worst,  that  is.’ 

‘ What  do  you  mean  V asked  the  Chief, 
taken  aback  for  the  moment  by  his  sug- 
gestion 

‘ I refer  to  the  prisoner,  whom  in  your 
mercy  you  have  so  far  preserved  alive— the 
Agent,  Stanhope  Sahib.’ 

‘ Ay,  what  of  him  ?’ 

‘ With  all  submission,  simply  this  : Let  a 
message  be  despatched  to  the  commanding 
officer.  Colonel  Cresswell,  informing  him  that 
the  firing  of  the  first  gun  upon  the  castle 
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will  be  the  death-warrant  of  the  sahib.  Hah  ! 
does  not  that  extricate  us  from  our  difficulty  V 

‘ A good  idea,  Meer  Sahib — an  excellent 
notion  indeed!’  responded  the  Sirdar,  look- 
ing at  the  others  in  triumph. 

‘ Shabash  1’  they  cried  in  a breath,  regard- 
ing Ushruff  Ali  with  unquestioning  admira- 
tion. ‘ What  a most  able  solution  of  the 
difficulty  !’ 

But  the  mood  of  Mahomed  Shah  seemed 
again  to  change,  and  a scowl  of  evil  passion 
overspread  his  face. 

‘ This  may  be  well  enough  in  some  ways,’ 
he  observed,  speaking  more  into  the  ear  of 
his  secretary  than  to  the  others  ; ‘ but  sup- 
posing the  Feringhis  agree  to  cease  from 
their  attack,  are  we  to  give  up  the  sahib  V 

‘No,  no  ; God  forbid  we  should  do  that  I’ 
ejaculated  Ushruff  Ali  with  fervour. 

‘ Then,  too,  perhaps  we  may  not  torture 
or  harm  him  in  any  manner  V questioned  the 
Chief  in  a disappointed  tone. 

The  secretary  looked  curiously  through 
his  spectacles  at  his  master. 
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I did  not  say  that,  oither,  he  answered, 
with  a sardonic  smile.  ‘ All  I ventured  to 
suggest  was  that  the  opening  of  the  bom- 
bardment would  necessitate  the  death  of  the 

Agent,  and  that  that  should  be  notified  to 
our  besieofers.’ 

Yes,  was  the  dissatisfied  reply  ; ‘ but  I 
have  made  up  my  mind  to  punish  him.’ 

‘ This  notification  would  not  in  the  least 
preclude  your  Honour  from  practising  on 
the  sahib  some  of  those  methods  of  severe 
persuasion  of  which  you  are  such  an  acknow- 
ledged master.’ 

‘ Inshallah,  you  are  right  !’  agreed  the 
now  delighted  Mahomed  Shah.  ‘Though 
his  body  may  suffer— as  suffer  it  shall— the 
promise  respecting  his  life  we  will  keep,  as 
long  as  long  as  it  suits  us — eh.  Sirdars  V 

They  all  laughed  together  at  this. 

‘ Then,  Meer  Sahib,  come,  sit  down  at  once 
in  my  chamber  and  write  out  this  despatch  in 
your  most  flowery  language,’  continued  the 
Ohief  in  a very  different  tone  from  before. 

‘ W e will  all  hear  it,  and  must  pray  Allah  to 
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bless  our  efforts  for  a peaceful  solution  of  this 
difficult  situation.’ 

So  saying,  he  led  the  way  by  the  narrow 
stair  from  the  outer  walls  into  his  own  safe 
retreat  below,  where  the  astute  secretary 
very  soon  prepared  a document  that  all 
agreed  w^ould  surely  produce  a cessation  of 
that  bombardment  of  the  castle  they,  every 
man  of  them,  were  in  such  dread  of. 

‘ To  gain  time  is  a great  point,’  observed 
Shere  Khan  wisely  ; ‘ and  who  knows  but 

or  two  we  may  find  Sirdar 
Akbar  Khan  rendering  us  further  assistance, 
and  attacking  these  detestable  Kafirs  at  a 
moment  when  they  least  expect  it  V 

‘ At  any  rate,  should  our  stratagem  suc- 
ceed, we  shall  be  free  to  follow  our  own 
designs  here,’  rejoined  Mahomed  Shah,  ‘ for 
we  can  hold  this  fortress  against  three  times 

they  leave  our 

walls  standing.’ 

‘ The  messenger  has  been  despatched, 
Sirdars,  bearing  the  important  letter  of  which 
your  Honours  have  been  pleased  to  approve,’ 


the  number  of  our  foes  if  only 


within  a day 
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announced  Ushruff  All,  returning  presently 

after  only  a minute  or  two’s  absence  from  tlie 
room. 

Then  I would  ask  you  to  join  me  in  pay- 
ing a visit  to  the  Agent  Sahib  in  his  cell,’ 
said  the  host,  looking  curiously  at  the  others, 
and  rising  as  if  to  go.  ‘ You  have  not  yet 

seen  him,  and  may  have  some  desire  to 
do  so.’ 

/Yes,  indeed,’  responded  Shere  Khan  ; ‘ ’tis 
a sight  we  should  much  enjoy,  for  these 
Kafirs  have  too  long  had  their  way  in  our 
poor  country,  carrying  everything  before 
them  in  an  absolutely  intolerable  fashion.’ 

Inshallah  ! we  will  cut  them  off,  root  and 
branch,’  cried  the  host  savagely.  ‘ The 
shadow  of  death  is  already  falling  upon 
them,  and  their  great  men  in  India,  and  in 
England  too,  shall  yet  rue  the  day  they 
entered  Afghanistan,  to  impose  on  its  people 

a dynasty  and  a government  they  hate  and 
detest.’ 

Shabash  ! exclaimed  the  others  * ‘ you 
speak  but  the  truth.  Sirdar.  Let  the  cursed 
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Feringhis  die  like  dogs,  and  especially  this 
sahib  you  have  here  in  your  safe-keeping  !’ 

‘ Ah  ! his  fate  depends  on  one  or  two 
chances,  as  you  partly  know,’  murmured 
Mahomed  Shah  significantly.  ‘ He  has  been 
given  into  our  hands  by  the  Merciful  One, 
and  his  safety  may  yet  be  assured  should  he 
be  obedient  to  the  will  of  Allah.’ 

‘ Yes,  yes,’  agreed  the  other  Sirdars  ; ‘ if  he 
is  obedient,  of  course  he  may  save  himself, 
both  here  and  hereafter.’ 

‘ Come,  then,  we  will  go  to  him,  my 

brothers  ; and  let  us  23ray  we  may  find  him  in 

a right  mind  for  our  purpose.  Follow  me 

carefully,  for  the  way  is  none  of  the 
# 

smoothest,  and  much  of  it  lies  along  the 
darkest  passages  of  the  castle.’ 
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CHAPTER  XYIL 

THE  PIT  OF  GHILZAN. 

As  the  little  party  descended  the  steep  flight 
of  steps  into  Arthur  Stanhope’s  miserable 
prison,  the  guards  Azeez  and  Abdool,  to- 
gether with  their  assistants,  lighted  up  the 
scene  with  three  or  four  torches,  for  it  was 
evidently  the  intention  of  the  master  of  the 
castle  that  this  should  be  something  more 
than  a visit  of  ceremony  to  the  political 
Agent. 

‘ Why,’  cried  Mahomed  Shah  in  no  very 
gentle  tone,  turning  round  to  his  secretary, 
who  was  close  at  hand,  ‘ I see  no  sahib  here 
— what  has  become  of  him  ?’ 

‘ Surely,’  responded  Ushruff  Ali  in  his 
softest  manner,  ‘ your  Highness  cannot  have 
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forgotten  the  dogged  obstinacy  shown  by  the 
sahib  this  very  morning,  which  it  was  my 
unpleasant  duty  to  have  to  report  to  you  V 

' Aha  ! I do  recollect  something  of  it  now, 
but  so  much  of  real  importance  has  happened 
to-day  that  this  affair  had  slipped  my 
memory.’ 

‘ Naturally,  very  naturally,  my  lord,’  was 
the  reply.  ' But,  in  consequence  of  the  terms 
in  which  Stanhope  Sahib  flouted  my  hints 
as  to  the  favour  he  might  gain  from  your 
Honour  were  he  to  embrace  our  faith  and 
adopt  our  cause  as  his  own,  you  may  remem- 
ber the  punishment  you  were  pleased  to 
indicate  to  me  as  desirable.’ 

‘ By  Allah ! I forgot  it,  Meer  Sahib,’  re- 
turned the  Chief. 

The  other,  adjusting  his  spectacles  on  his 
nose  as  if  he  required  all  his  sight,  moved 
towards  the  flirthest  corner  of  the  cell,  and, 
takinof  the  torch  from  the  hand  of  Azeez, 
held  it  down  so  that  it  cast  its  full  light  upon 
the  slimy  floor. 

‘ Now^,  0 most  pow^erful  one,  you  will  recall 
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your  agreeing  to  my  humble  suggestion  that 
a few  hours  in  the  lower  pit  might  reduce  the 
courage  and  dissipate  the  contumacy  of  the 
prisoner  ?’ 

Ushruff  All’s  teeth  glittered  in  the  fitful 
light  as  he  smiled  confidently  in  the  face  of 
his  master,  knowing  he  had  nothing  to  fear 
from  him  even  if  he  had  perchance  stretched 
a point  in  the  measure  he  had  taken. 

‘ Ah,  perhaps,’  returned  the  Sirdar.  ‘ I 
fancy  I replied  hastily,  being  bothered  at  the 
moment ; but  you  have  done  for  the  best, 
Meer  Sahib,  quite  for  the  best,  and  it’s  just 
possible  the  scorpions  below  may  turn  out 
more  persuasive  than  even  your  mellifluous 
tongue.  We  shall  see.’ 

The  men  Azeez  and  Abdool  by  this  time, 
at  a sign  from  the  secretary,  had  laid  hold  of 
a huge  iron  ring  that  was  let  into  a slab  of 
stone  at  this  point,  which  they  were  able 
with  some  difficulty  to  raise  from  its  position, 
thus  revealing  the  entrance  to  a cavern 
below.  The  party  all  drew  near  to  this 
abyss,  craning  their  necks  to  see  if  they 
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could  explore  its  gloomy  depths,  though 
immediately  discovering  their  inability  to 
penetrate  the  absolute  darkness  that  reigned 
there. 

‘ This,  then,  is  the  celebrated  pit  of 
Ghilzan !’  whispered  Shere  Khan  to  his 
brother  Sirdar,  as,  peering  downwards  with 
the  utmost  curiosity,  they  stood  together  on 
the  very  verge. 

‘ ’Tis  good  enough  for  an  unbelieving 
Kafir,’  returned  Ameen-oolah  savagely  ; ‘ but 
now  at  last  we  may  have  a chance  of  feasting 
our  eyes  on  the  misery  of  this  fellow,  whose 
friends  managed  so  nearly  to  do  for  me  this 
morning.’ 

‘ Yes,  truly,’  rejoined  the  elder  Sirdar,  for 
the  torches  were  now,  by  their  united  flare, 
casting  a briofhter  li^ht  into  the  lower  corners 
of  the  foul  den.  ‘ Allah  be  praised  for  deliver- 
inof  him  into  our  hand  !’ 

Far  down  in  the  obscurity  of  this  pit, 
which,  though  of  a depth  of  some  twelve 
feet  below  the  surface  of  the  cell,  was  of  such 
dimensions  that  it  was  impossible  to  lie  down 
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in  it,  could  now  be  discerned  the  head  and 
shoulders  of  a man,  in  whose  scared  eyes  and 
white  face  and  haggard  features  it  was  diffi- 
cult to  recognize  the  once  handsome  and 
dauntless  Arthur  Stanhope.  There  he  had 
stood  ever  since  his  refusal  that  morning  to 
obey  the  suggestions  of  the  wily  Ushruff  Ali, 
exposed  on  every  side  to  the  attacks  of  the 
vile  vermin  which  infested  the  place,  and 
which,  though  they  stung  him  in  the  ten- 
derest  parts,  he  could  not  see — deprived,  in 
that  little  cave,  of  the  power  of  changing 
more  than  to  the  slenderest  extent  his  posi- 
tion, and  unable  fully  to  stoop  in  order  to 
fight  with  his  hands  the  swarm  of  scorpions 
and  other  creatures  that  crawled  about 
him. 

Had  it  been  at  another  time  of  year,  he 
could  hardly  have  survived  his  incarceration  ; 
but  the  biggest  and  most  formidable  of  his 
assailants  were,  fortunately,  at  this  season  in 
a semi-torpid  condition,  and  it  was  not  the 
huge  and  formidable  dark -green  scorpions 
that  attacked  him,  but  the  smaller  sort, 
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whose  sting  was  painful  enough,  but  not 
really  fraught  with  danger. 

At  a sign  from  the  secretary,  Azeez  and 
Abdool  and  their  assistants,  rapidly  and  deftly 
casting  stout  ropes  under  the  arms  of  the 
prisoner,  raised  him  out  of  the  pit  and  placed 
him  on  the  floor  of  the  cell ; yet  so  weak  did 
he  seem,  it  was  necessary  to  lead  him  to  the 
miserable  bedstead  and  immediately  seat  him 
on  it  to  prevent  his  fainting  away.  Nor  did 
the  myrmidons  of  Mahomed  Shah  seem  alto- 
gether to  relish  their  slight  contact  with  the 
unfortunate  Englishman,  two  or  three  of 
them  being  presently  fastened  upon  by  some 
of  the  noxious  vermin  with  which  his  poor 
body  was  infested. 

‘ That  will  do,’  whispered  Ushruff  Ali  to 
Azeez,  as  the  latter,  with  some  touch  of  pity, 
remained  near  the  Agent,  willing  perhaps  to 
support  him  under  the  ordeal  he  had  to  go 
th  rough.  ‘ Leave  him  alone,  and  see  that 
the  needles  are  ready  in  case  the  sahib  is 
obstinate.’ 

Grinning,  the  fellow  passed  behind  the 
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group  that  now  surrounded  the  little  bed, 
and  next  moment  the  interrogation  of  the 
prisoner  commenced. 

‘ Listen,  you  son  of  an  unbelieving  mother!’ 
beran  Mahomed  Shah  in  his  harshest  manner. 

O 

‘ Your  people  are  in  the  greatest  straits,  both 
here  and  at  Caubul,  the  Sudozye  dynasty  has 
been  overturned,  and  the  Sirdar  Akbar  Khan 
is  coming  to  Ghilzan  with  an  army  whose 
numbers  can  be  counted  only  by  the  Most 
High.  Do  you  comprehend  what  I am  tell- 
ing  you  ?’ 

He  might  well  ask,  for  Arthur’s  eyes  were 
looking  somewhat  vacantly  at  them  all,  and 
it  really  seemed  doubtful  how  far  he  had 
followed  what  fell  from  the  speaker.  But  he 
waved  his  hand  slowly  to  indicate  that  the 
Sirdar  should  proceed. 

^ For  your  own  connection  with  the  detested 
Sudozyes,  and  the  favour  and  support  you 
have  given  them  as  far  as  your  power  and 
influence  went,  you  are  condemned  to  the 
fate  that  is  overtaking  them,  and  can  hardly 
expect  to  escape  it.’ 


250 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


The  Sirdar  ceased  a moment  as  he  saw  the 
prisoner  desired  to  speak. 

‘ I have — done — but — my  duty,’  he  said 
slowly,  yet  distinctly  ; ‘ my — duty — to  my 
Government — and  to — to  the  Afghans.’ 

‘ Monster  !’  exclaimed  the  other  angrily. 

‘ How  dare  you  lie  so  basely  to  me,  in  my 
own  prison-house  here  ?’ 

But  Arthur’s  spirit  was  roused  by  his  inso- 
lence, and  with  an  effort  he  faced  his  perse- 
cutor, showing  more  energy  than  he  had 
seemed  to  possess  a minute  ago. 

‘ It  may  be  true — what  you  say,’  he 
answered  with  less  calmness  ; ‘ ’tis  impossible 
for  me  to  know.  This,  however,  is  certain, 
that  your  seizure  of  me  is  altogether  a piece 
of  deliberate  treachery,  for  which  my  people 
will  call  upon  you  to  pay.’ 

‘ Aha,  but  that  is  too  absurd  !’  laughed  the 
Afghan  scornfully.  ‘ We  have  carried  the 
shoes  of  the  sahibs  too  long  already  in  our 
hands  ; now  we  cast  them  aside  with  disdain 
and  contumely.  Let  the  Kafirs  look  to  them- 
selves for  their  own  safety  and  protection  !’ 
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‘ Shabash — shabash  !’  cried  in  chorus  the 
other  chiefs.  ‘ Let  them  save  themselves  if 
they  can  !' 

‘ But,’  continued  Mahomed  Shah,  frowning 
in  his  most  brutal  manner  on  his  captive, 

^ setting  aside  the  mere  public  grounds  of 
your  condemnation,  there  are  private  reasons, 
of  which  you  are  fully  aware,  that  would 
warrant  my  taking  your  miserable  life  with- 
out another  word — reasons  which,  before  this 
company,  I will  not  mention,  but  known  in 
eimry  detail  not  only  by  myself,  but  by  my 
secretary,  the  Meer  Sahib.’ 

He  glanced  at  Ushrulf  Ali  while  so  speak- 
ing, and  the  latter,  bowing  gravely,  seemed 
to  confirm  to  the  full  his  master’s  declaration. 

‘ It  would  be  absurd,’  murmured  the  un- 
fortunate man,  looking  from  the  one  to  the 
other  of  these  two  to  see  if  there  were  any 
sense  of  fairness  or  justice  in  their  faces,  ‘ for 
me  to  pretend  ignorance  of  that  to  which 
you  refer.  I have  already  met  your  vile 
accusation  with  an  absolute  denial,  and  dis- 
dain to  repeat  it.’ 
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He  stopped  abruptly,  recalling  as  if  it  had 
been  a nightmare  his  visit  to  Shah  Jehan  in 
her  zenana,  and  realizing  to  the  full  how  ter- 
ribly he  had  been  compromised  by  the  false 
position  into  which  he  had  been  drawn  by 
her  infatuation. 

‘ Inshallah  l’  exclaimed  the  Sirdar,  struck 
by  the  ring  of  his  last  word  or  two  and  his 
sudden  ending  ; ‘ I’m  not  inclined  to  place 
any  more  belief  in  your  protestations  on  this 
score  than  I was  the  other  day — rather  the 
contrary,  indeed.  The  proofs  are  too  strong 
— the  effects  too  cruel  in  their  influence  on 
my  own  family.’ 

The  tone  of  bitterness  he  used  was  not  lost 
on  Stanhope,  who,  amid  all  his  own  troubles, 
could  not  but  feel  some  pity  for  what  he  now 
understood  might  be  the  really  substantial 
sufferings  of  his  hard  and  unbending  gaoler, 
the  more  so  when  he  remembered  the  honour- 
able sensitiveness  of  a Mahomedan,  and  how 
instinctively  he  refrains  from  any  mention  of 
his  womankind  in  conversation. 

‘ Sirdar,’  he  said  quietly,  yet  in  a voice 
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of  gentle  remonstrance,  ‘ were  you  better 
informed  on  this  point,  you  would  do  me 
justice  ; as  it  is — well,  I must  suffer,  it 
seems,  for — for — the  strange  mistake  it  is 
impossible  for  me  to  explain.’ 

Had  the  smile  of  self-satisfaction  that 
lighted  up  the  dark  visage  of  Ushruff  Ali 
at  that  moment  been  perceived  by  the 
speaker,  it  might  have  been  beyond  even  his 
fortitude  and  forbearance  to  treat  the  Sirdar’s 
accusation  so  quietly.  Placed  at  a great 
disadvantage  as  he  was,  encompassed  closely 
by  his  enemies,  and  only  half  recovered  from 
the  cramped  position  and  painful  torture  of 
that  long  day  of  misery,  no  wonder  Arthur’s 
eye  failed  to  detect  the  mocking  chuckle 
that  betrayed  the  gratified  hatred  of  the 
designing  secretary. 

‘ Very  good,’  exclaimed  Mahomed  Shah 
in  his  hardest  voice,  ^ as  you  please,  sahib, 
of  course ; but  you  cannot  expect  mercy 
from  me  as  matters  stand.  And  yet  I did 
make  an  offer  to  your  friends,  for  I am 
generous,  that  for  a consideration — a large 
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one,  it’s  true — I would  listen  to  proposals  for 
your  release.’ 

' Ah,’  cried  the  prisoner,  ‘ and  what  was 
the  reply  ?’ 

‘ The  notion  did  not  meet  with  their 
favour,  apparently,  for  they  answered  simply 
by  attacking  our  forces.’ 

‘ And  beating  them,  I hope  and  expect  V 
cried  Arthur  with  some  spirit,  looking  round 
at  the  faces  of  his  enemies  and  trying  to 
read  his  answer  there. 

The  ominous  j)ause  that  ensued  sufficiently 
informed  him  what  it  should  have  been,  and 
he  knew  well  the  value  to  be  placed  on  the 
protestations  that  next  moment  came  from 
the  Sirdar  as  to  what  had  occurred. 

‘Far  from  it  indeed,’  was  the  lying  reply; 

‘ for  here  we  all  are  as  before,  the  castle’s 
walls  untouched,  and,  by  the  favour  of  God, 
only  one  of  us  ’ — looking  at  Ameen-oolah — 

‘ slightly  wounded.’ 

But  half  satisfied,  Arthur  considered  a 
moment. 

‘ They  will  come  again,'  he  said,  speaking  ‘ 
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with  a determination  that  startled  some  of 
his  hearers.  ' They  will  never  leave  me  so, 
but  will  use  every  means  to  extricate  me 
from  this  vile  dungeon  : not  for  my  own 
sake — no,  no  ! — but  for  the  honour  of  the 
Government,  whose  servants  we  are.  Of 
that  you  may  feel  certain,  Sirdar.' 

Perhaps  the  recollection  of  the  siege-guns 
in  reserve  at  the  cantonment  lent  confidence 
to  the  tone  in  which  these  words  were 
spoken  ; at  any  rate,  their  force  seemed  to 
have  a considerable  effect  on  those  around, 
even  on  the  proud  Mahomed  Shah  himself 
Otherwise  he  would  hardly  have  started 
as  he  did,  or  troubled  himself  to  reply  so 
quickly. 

‘ I have  informed  Cresswell  Sahib  that 
the  firing  of  the  first  gun  upon  the  castle 
will  be  your  death-warrant,  and,  by  Allah, 
I will  enforce  my  threat,  come  what  may  !’ 

‘ Such  language  as  that  will  not  save  you 
and  your  stronghold/  returned  Arthur,  with 
a touch  of  scorn.  ‘ What  is  the  value  of 
my  wretched  life  compared  to  the  duty 
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thrust  upon  Colonel  Cresswell  of  recalling 
you  and  your  allies  to  the  allegiance  you 
have  so  traitorously  thrown  off?’ 

He  spoke  with  an  increasing  warmth,  but 
the  effort  had  been  more  than  he  was  equal 
to,  and  he  would  have  fallen  back  on  the 
bed  had  not  one  of  the  attendants  supported 
him,  giving  him  at  the  same  time  a drink 
of  water  from  a vessel  he  held  to  his  parched 
lips. 

At  this  conjuncture  Ushruff*  Ali  stepped 
softly  up  to  the  Sirdar  and  whispered  a few 
words,  while  the  latter  nodded  gravely  in 
sign  of  assent. 

‘ Attend  now,’  he  said  in  a gentler  manner, 
‘ to  what  I have  to  propose,  for  God  forbid 
that  such  a necessity  as  we  have  spoken  of 
should  arise  ; far  be  it  from  my  mind  to 
desire  it,  sahib.’ 

Several  of  the  faces  of  the  little  party 
showed  annoyance  at  this  apparent  change 
of  front,  though  on  the  person  principally 
interested  it  appeared  to  make  but  little 
impression. 
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‘ There  is  a chance — a last  chance — I 
would  give  you  of  redeeming  yourself,  body 
and  soul,  from  the  straits  in  which  you  at 
present  stand,’  resumed  the  Sirdar.  ^ It  has 
been  suggested  to  you  this  very  morning  by 
my  most  kind  and  considerate  secretary, 
who  has  even  now  hinted  at  it  again,  think- 
ing, I believe,  that  after  your — your — ex- 
periences of  to-day,  you  may  he  inclined  to 
abate  somewhat  of  your  obstinacy,  and  agree 
to  conditions  which  it  is  always  a pleasure 
to  me,  where  possible,  to  offer  to  my  prisoners, 
even  the  lowest  and  most  abandoned.  Do 
you  understand  me  V 

A wave  of  Arthur’s  hand  was  the  sole 
reply  to  this  appeal. 

‘ Ah,  but  let  me  put  it  clearly  to  you,’ 
persisted  Mahomed  Shah,  who,  whatever  his 
evil  qualities,  was  a firm  adherent  to  the 
faith  of  his  fathers.  ‘ You  know  what  we 
Mahomedans  say,  and  with  truth,  too  : If 
you  are  devout,  and  obedient  to  the  com- 
mands of  Allah  and  His  Apostle,  you  shall 
not  die.’ 
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Looking  down  at  the  captive,  he  saw  he 
had  now  attracted  his  full  attention  and 
interest. 

‘ Therefore  it  is,’  he  continued,  ‘ I would 
gladly  make  you  the  offer  I allude  to,  which 
is  that  you  agree  to  embrace  the  Mahomedan 
creed,  to  adopt  the  faith  of  the  Prophet — 
the  only  true,  the  only  all-sufScient  and  all- 
saving belief,  whether  in  this  world  or  the 
next.’ 

It  seemed  to  the  bystanders  that  the 
young  Englishman  was  in  some  measure 
impressed  by  these  words  ; at  any  rate,  he 
listened  intently  and  without  interruption 
to  them,  and  then  Mahomed  Shah  jjroceeded : 

‘ It  is  but  to  utter  the  short  formula  of 
the  confession  of  faith,  and  you  become  in 
a few  seconds,  by  owning  the  True  Prophet, 
one  of  us — us,  the  only  pure  believers,  the 
sole  inheritors  of  the  Paradise  prepared  for 
the  blessed.’ 

Still  his  prisoner  made  no  response  to  the 
Afghan’s  appeal,  and  there  was  silence  in 
the  cell,  till  a low  word  or  two  were  muttered 
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for  the  Sirdar’s  own  hearing  by  the  attentive 
secretary. 

‘ Yes,  I had  not  forgotten,  Meer  Sahib,’ 
replied  Mahomed  Shah  aloud.  ‘ It  is  not 
only  that  you  will  be  forgiven  in  the  future 
state,  but  that,  in  addition  to  immediate 
freedom  from  this  present  bondage,  your 
happiness  and  prosperity  will  be  permanently 
secured.  ’ 

It  seemed  a farce  indeed  to  speak  so  to 
the  unhappy  man  before  him,  yet  the  Sirdar 
went  on  in  a confident  tone  : 

‘ I have  it  from  Akbar  Khan  himself  that, 
if  you  will  adopt  our  faith  and  become  one  of 
us,  not  only  in  religion  but  in  politics,  he  will 
see  that  you  have  a high  position  under  the 
coming  dynasty.’ 

‘ His  Highness  is  gracious  indeed,’  mur- 
mured the  artful  secretary,  rubbing  his  hands 
softly  as  he  gazed  at  Arthur,  while  guessing 
shrewdly  how  unlikely  it  was  that  the 
English  officer  would  embrace  this  offer. 

‘ Gracious — truly  gracious,  and  condescend- 
ing !’  echoed  Mahomed  Shah  with  some  bitter- 
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ness,  for  he  could  not  forget  his  own  supposed 
wrongs  sustained  at  his  prisoner’s  hands. 
‘ Well,  I have  placed  the  proposal  before  the 
sahib  fairly  enough — have  I not,  Sirdars  ? 
’Tis  for  him  to  agree  to  it.  or  not,  as  he 
pleases.’ 

' Shabash  ! shabash  !’  cried  the  others  with 
one  voice.  ‘ He  is  a fortunate  man  indeed, 
little  deserving,  after  all  his  transgressions, 
this  wonderful  consideration.’ 

‘ My  sincerity  in  the  matter  is  as  evident 
to  all  the  world  as  the  light  of  day,’  resumed 
the  Chief,  scowding  at  Arthur,  whose  silence 
greatly  puzzled  him  ; ‘ and  yet  the  Feringhi 
answers  nothing— insolent  Kafir  that  he  is  !’ 

Tlie  last  words  reached  the  ear  only  of 
Ushruff  Ali,  and  the  next  instant  Arthur 
Stanhope’s  answer  came  in  no  uncertain  tone, 
though  it  was  evident  what  an  eftbrt  it  cost 
him  to  speak. 

‘ There  is  only  one  reply  possible  for  me,  a 
Christian,  to  make,’  he  began  faintly,  ‘ and 
that  you  must  well  know,  O Sirdar  !’ 

Ushruff  Ali’s  eyes  were  turned  upwards  in 
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a moment  at  the  sound  of  these  words,  for, 
perceiving  by  instinct  what  they  portended, 
he  inwardly  thanked  God  for  delivering  his 
obstinate  enemy  so  fully  into  his  hand. 

‘ My  religion  is  part  of  myself — an  inward 
conviction  founded  on  truths  that  are  unshak- 
able and  eternal.’ 

Mahomed  Shah  glanced  inquiringly  at  his 
captive,  not  altogether  comprehending  his 
meaning. 

‘ It  is  not  put  on  or  put  off  like  a garment, 
but  is  dearer  to  me — far  dearer  and  more 
precious — than  life,  or  anything  that  this  life 
can  contain.’ 

In  his  delight  the  secretary  smiled 
graciously,  nodding  his  head  as  if  half  ap- 
proving the  words  he  was  listening  to. 

‘ Therefore,’  continued  Arthur  in  a distinct, 
almost  a defiant  voice,  ‘ I reject  your  offer 
definitely  and  absolutely,  without  discussion 
and  without  fear,  knowing  that  the  evils  I 
must  endure  at  your  hands  are  as  nothing 
compared  with  the  insTifferable  weight  that 
would  be  laid  upon  my  soul  were  I to  become 
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false  to  my  own  convictions  and  my  own 
Godf 

The  Sirdar,  his  eyes  aflame  with  anger, 
essayed  to  speak,  but  the  words  came  thick 
and  indistinct  from  his  lips. 

‘ Inshallah  ! you  will  have  need  of  your 
God  in  a few  seconds.  Hah  ! hah  ! Here, 
Azeezf  turning  round  hurriedly,  and  calling 
with  impatience  to  the  chief  guardian  of  the 
cell,  ‘quick  with  the  needle.  We  must  resort 
in  his  case,  for  he  is  a dangerous  fellow,  to 
the  simple  measure  by  which  we  render  our 
own  kings  harmless.’ 

‘ He  has  everything  in  readiness,  your 
Honour,’  murmured  Ushruff  Ali  blandly, 
rubbino-  his  hands  together  with  more  than 
usual  energy  in  happy  contemplation  of  the 
fate  about  to  overtake  the  Englishman  whom 
he  detested  ; ‘ I have  taken  care  of  that.’ 

In  this  he  spoke  truly,  for  Azeez  without 
delay  produced  a couple  of  broad  needles  set 
in  rough  wooden  handles,  one  of  which  the 
Sirdar  took  carefully  between  his  fingers. 

‘ Though  we  simply  take  away  his  power 
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of  doing  us  an  injury  in  this  way/  he 
whispered  to  the  secretary,  ‘ there’s  no  reason 
why  we  should  not  afterwards,  if  he  is  not 
entirely  tamed  by  his  loss  of  sight,  use  him 
as  we  will,  and  put  him  to  the  extremest 
torture  even  you  yourself  can  suggest/ 

‘ Chosen  one,’  exclaimed  Ushrulf  Ali,  with 
a positive  gaiety  of  tone  he  tried  in  vain  to 
suppress,  ‘ in  this  matter  you  are  but  the 
instrument  of  Allah,  to  whom  be  all  praise 
and  prayer  ! As  for  me,  you  are  my  master  : 
command  me  in  all  things !’ 

‘ Inshallah  ! I will  perform  my  part  now, 
and  you  shall  do  yours  afterwards,’  rejoined 
Mahomed  Shah,  turning,  with  the  needle  in 
his  hand,  to  the  bed,  and  standing  imme- 
diately in  front  of  his  prisoner. 

‘ A pestilent  fellow  like  you,’  he  cried, 
throwing  off  all  the  pretence  at  a compassion- 
ate or  even  equitable  bearing  which  he  had 
up  to  this  point  more  or  less  maintained — ‘ a 
bold  and  obstinate  unbeliever,  who  at  heart 
desires  nothing  but  injury  to  me  and  to  the 
cause  all  we  Afghans  have  embraced — there 
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is  but  one  thing  for  you — short  of  death,  that 
is.  Azeez — Abdool,  hold  him  firmly  in  your 
grasp  !’ 

Four  men  sprang  forward,  instantly  fixing 
immovably  their  prisoner,  who  had,  indeed, 
little  strength  left  to  resist,  even  had  he 
understood  the  proceeding  that  was  about  to 
take  place. 

‘ There — more  forward,  do  you  hear  ? Stand 
up  behind  him  and  press  his  head  towards 
me — so.’ 

Azeez,  though  not  half  liking  it,  was  com- 
pelled to  take  his  chance  on  that  filthy  pallet, 
and  had  now  got  Arthur  s head  between  his 
knees,  while  his  assistants  had  secured  the 
arms  and  hands  of  the  unfortunate  Agent  in 
their  merciless  gripe. 

‘ The  last  time  I had  to  do  with  this  opera- 
tion of  blinding,’  remarked  the  Sirdar  senten- 
tiously,  pausing  a moment  now  that  he  saw 
how  absolutely  helpless  his  victim  was,  and 
balancing  the  needle  between  his  fingers  and 
thumb  as  though  it  were  a pen,  ‘happened  to 
be  in  the  case  of  our  former  King,  Zemaun 
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Shah,  a powerful  enemy  of  the  Feringhis  in 
his  days  of  prosperity.’ 

‘ That  is  an  interesting  fact,  your  High- 
ness,’ responded  the  secretary  obsequiously. 

‘ Ay  ; you  know  well  our  saying  : Between 
a blind  king  and  a dead  king  there  is  no 
political  difference.’ 

' Hah ! hah  !’  agreed  the  Sirdars  in  a breath. 
‘ That  is  true  for  us  Mahomedans,  without 
doubt.’ 

‘ And  may  it  not  be  true  also  respecting 
this  Kafir  ? Shall  we  not  render  him  harm- 
less politically,  and  in  all  other  ways  too,  by 
this  simple  means  ?’ 

‘ You  have  said  it,  0 Sirdar  !’  they 
murmured.  ‘ His  power  for  wrong-doing 
in  every  form  will  thus  be  infinitely  cur- 
tailed.’ 

‘ Then,  may  Allah  strengthen  our  hand  in 
the  performance  of  this  righteous  deed,  for  in 
His  name,  and  in  the  name  of  His  Apostle, 
we  do  it  !’ 

The  Sirdar  looked  at  Azeez. 

‘ Steady,  now  !’  he  exclaimed.  ^ The  left 
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eye  first.  Now,  open  wide  the  lids,  and  hold 
them  so  I’ 

The  man  obeyed,  and  instantly  the  long 
needle  was  thrust  firmly,  up  to  its  hilt,  through 
the  clear  pupil  into  the  very  centre  of  the 
eyeball. 

A slight  cry,  more  of  horror  than  of  pain, 
escaped  the  wretched  Arthur,  while  even  the 
hostile  witnesses  of  this  supreme  cruelty 
seemed  for  a moment  touched  by  pity  for  the 
young  officer,  Ushruff  Ali  alone  gloating  with 
evident  satisfaction  over  the  terrible  injury 
that  was  befalling  him. 

Then  the  broad  needle,  with  a slightly 
twisting  motion,  was  slowly  withdrawn, 
while  the  victim’s  face,  at  a sign  from  the 
Sirdar,  was  held  downwards  ; and  so,  in  one 
continuous  stream,  the  humours  of  the  eye 
were  poured  out  on  to  the  floor,  its  delicate 
structure  was  entirely  and  irretrievably  dis- 
organized, and  the  sight  destroyed  for  ever. 

‘ Sh abash  !’  cried  Mahomed  Shah  with  an 
air  of  triumph  ; ‘ but  that  was  neatly  done,  I 
flatter  myself !’ 
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‘ Quite  in  the  manner  of  a professor !’ 
ejaculated  Ushruff  Ali  delightedly.  ‘ Your 
Highness  is  an  adept  indeed  at  the  operation, 
and  I congratulate  you  most  heartily  on  this 
display  of  your  skill.’ 

‘ Wait  till  the  whole  proceeding  is  over, 
Meer  Sahib ; for  at  present  ’tis  only  half 
done,  you  know,’  murmured  the  Sirdar  below 
his  breath.  Then,  in  a louder  tone  : ‘ Haise 
the  sahib’s  head,  Azeez — so  ; now  T can  see 
the  eye  has  disappeared,  and  it  only  remains 
to  draw  down  the  lid  over  the  shrunken 
socket  to  make  the  blinding  complete.’ 

Suitino;-  the  action  to  the  word,  he  removed 
the  assistant’s  fingers  from  their  hold,  thus 
allowing  the  lids  to  meet  over  the  empty 
space  where  a minute  ago  Arthur  Stanhope’s 
eye  had  been. 

Perhaps  it  was  owing  to  a touch  of  pity, 
perhaps  to  a fiendish  delight  in  prolonging 
the  agony  of  the  young  fellow  within  his 
power,  but  for  an  instant  Mahomed  Shah 
paused,  still  holding  the  cruel  needle  between 
his  fingers. 
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‘ Even  now,’  he  said,  addressing  Arthur  in 
a tone  of  condescension,  ‘ if  the  sahib  will 
save  the  other  eye,  he  has  but  to  repeat  the 
few  words  necessary  for  his  salvation,  both 
here  and  hereafter — he  knows  them  well.  I’m 
sure  !’ 

It  was  a terrible  strait  for  a man  to  be 
placed  in,  especially  one  who  had  seemed  but 
the  other  day  to  have  a bright  future  before 
him,  and  every  chance  of  success  and  promo- 
tion in  the  career  he  had  chosen.  Yet,  weak- 
ened, and  suffering  now  an  increasing  agony 
from  the  outrage  just  inflicted  on  him,  Arthur’s 
brave  spirit  asserted  itself  nobly,  and,  though 
his  voice  was  faint,  his  words  conveyed  a mean- 
ing to  the  vindictive  Afghan  which  there  was 
no  mistaking. 

O 

‘ No  ; never  will  I abjure  my  Christian 
faith — never  say  with  my  lips  what  in  my 
heart  I disbelieve  — never  pretend,  by  re- 
peating the  form  of  confession,  to  be  an 
admirer  and  follower  of  your  Arab  im- 

ty 

post  or  I’ 

This  bold  and  outspoken  defiance  stirred 
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to  their  utmost  depths  the  minds  of  that 
company  of  Mahomedans,  and  a hum  of 
angry  protestation  made  itself  heard  around 
the  bed  of  the  prisoner. 

‘ Inshallah  !’  cried  Mahomed  Shah,  needing 
no  prompting  now  from  his  English-hating 
secretary.  ‘ This  is  too  much  ; secure  him 
tightly,  Azeez,  his  face  this  way.  Now  the 
lids  well  open — so — o — o !’ 

The  pitiless  needle  was  again  raised  to 
perform  its  barbarous  task,  in  full  view  of 
the  party  who  crowded  round,  intent  on  the 
infliction  of  the  extremest  penalty  on  this 
unfortunate  Kafir — nay,  its  point  had  just 
reached  the  surface  of  the  eye  it  was 
designed  to  disorganize  and  destroy — when, 
above  the  heads  of  the  little  group,  there  was 
a mighty  crash — an  explosion  which  seemed 
to  shake  the  very  tower  itself  in  which  they 
stood  — a wild  rushing  through  the  air  of 
myriads  of  bodies  whose  mysterious  character 
could  not  in  a moment  be  ascertained — and, 
pervading  the  whole  apartment,  and 
obscuring  the  light  from  the  torches  with  its 
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lurid  gloom,  a sickening  sulphurous  vapour, 
whose  noxious  fumes  rendered  half  insen- 
sible more  than  one  of  those  assembled 
there. 

Instant  and  utter  confusion  reigned  within 
the  cell ; shrieks  and  protestations  arising  on 
every  side  to  Allah  and  to  the  Prophet ; 
prayers  for  mercy  from  the  mouths  of  those 
who  the  moment  before  had  utterly  refused  it 
to  a fellow-mortal ; imprecations  and  curses 
from  more  than  one  who  had  been  struck  and 
wounded  by  the  iron  fragments  that  had 
rained  down  upon  them. 

But  the  hand  of  Mahomed  Shah  had  been 
stayed,  and  Arthur  Stanhope  presently  found 
himself  sitting  on  his  bed,  terribly  maimed 
indeed  through  the  loss  of  his  left  eye,  yet 
otherwise  unharmed  amid  all  the  tumult  that 
prevailed. 


[ 2/1  ] 


CHAPTER  XVIIL 

A PARTING. 

‘ Oh,  Robert  darling,  I don’t  know  what  to 
say,  except  that  I am  very  miserable  !’ 

It  was  Ethel  Cresswell  who  spoke,  stand- 
ing in  front  of  her  lover  in  the  little  draw- 
ing-room late  on  the  evening  of  this  same 
eventful  day.  Robert  Dashwood,  having 
just  returned  to  the  cantonment  from  the 
position  on  the  west  hill,  was  saying  a few 
words  of  encouragement  to  the  girl,  who, 
knowing  of  the  assault  on  the  Afghan  strong- 
hold that  was  to  be  delivered  in  a few  hours, 
felt  terribly  disturbed  at  the  prospect  of  the 
danger  in  store  for  him. 

‘ My  own  love,’  he  murmured  softly,  look- 
ing into  the  sweet  eyes  which  fascinated 
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him  as  only  lovers’  eyes  can  fascinate,  ‘ you 
must  really  cheer  up.  There’s  nothing  to 
fear  for  me  ; and,  indeed,  I’m  a lucky  fellow 
to  be  on  your  father’s  staff,  for  this  ought  to 
be  an  affair  of  some  importance,  and ’ 

‘That’s  just  it!’  she  interrupted,  speaking 
almost  wildly.  ‘ It  will  be  a terrible  struggle 
— that  father  allows.’ 

‘ Well,  well — perhaps — ’tis  impossible  to 
say,’  he  answered  ; ‘ but  these  fellows  had 
a good  thrashing  this  morning,  and  Heyward 
is  now  shaking  the  walls  about  their  ears 
pretty  handsomely  with  his  heavy  guns,  so 
we  must  hope  matters  may  be  made  easy  for 
the  assault.’ 

Ethel  buried  her  face  in  her  hands,  sobbing 
quietly  before  him,  and  this  was  more  than 
Dashwood  could  bear. 

‘ Come,  sweet  one,’  he  whispered,  putting 
his  arm  round  her  and  drawing  her  to  him 
caressingly,  ‘ this  will  never  do.  I must, 
being  a soldier,  do  my  duty  as  best  I can  ; 
surely  you  would  be  the  first  to  acknowledge 
that  V 
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She  looked  up  at  him  through  her  tears, 
and  a faint  smile  seemed  just  to  touch  her 
lips. 

‘ Robert  dear,  I was  foolish — selfish — I 
acknowledge  it.  Forgive  me  if  you  can  ! 
I ought  rather  to  support  and  encourage 
you  ; but  it  is  hard — how  hard  ! — to  forget 
the  deadly  risks  there  are.’ 

‘ That’s  my  own  Ethel  again  !’  he  ex- 
claimed, straining  her  with  passion  to  his 
breast.  ‘ That’s  her  father’s  daughter  that 
speaks.  I knew  she  must  come  to  see  even 
this  in  its  proper  light.’ 

Then  there  was  almost  silence  in  the  room 
for  some  few  seconds. 

‘ That’s  enough,  Robert  — that’s  really 
enough  !’  were  the  next  words  spoken,  as 
Ethel  drew  her  lips  back  from  his,  almost 
startled  by  his  warmth.  But  he  would  not 
let  her  go  from  him,  and,  holding  her  there 
in  his  firm  grasp,  went  on : ‘ Bless  you, 

sweetest,  dearest  girl  ! I felt  certain  you 
would  be  brave  when  I called  upon  you,  and 
now  how  happy  you  have  made  me !’ 
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Her  eye  fell  on  his  bandaged  hand  as  it 
rested  on  her  shoulder,  and  a slight  tremor 
shook  her. 

‘ It’s  positively  nothing,’  he  said  quickly, 
aware  in  a moment  of  what  was  passing 
through  her  mind,  and  desiring  to  reassure 
her.  ‘ Lestock  has  given  me  full  leave,  and 
has  told  the  Colonel  so.’ 

The  girl’s  tears  began  again  to  fall,  but 
he  hastened  to  distract  her  attention  from 
himself 

‘ You  see,’  he  explained,  ' we  must  not 
delay  the  assault  a single  hour  longer  than 
is  necessary,  the  prime  object  being  to  rescue 
Arthur  from  the  clutches  of  these  Afghans.’ 

‘ Yes,  poor  fellow  ! I understand  that, 
Robert.’ 

‘ There’s  reason  to  fear  that  already  he 
may  have  been — well,  tortured  or  mal- 
treated by  them,  shocking  as  it  is  to  think 
so.’ 

‘ How  dreadful !’  she  exclaimed,  turniuDf 
pale,  and  evidently  deeply  distressed. 

‘ Well,  so  says  Heera  Lall,  who  knows 
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and  understands  the  Sirdar  and  that  secre- 
tary fellow,  who  governs  him,  as  he  declares/ 

‘ Poor  Captain  Stanhope  !’ 

‘ Neither  is  that  the  worst,  perhaps,’  con- 
tinued Dashwood  gravely.  • ‘ This  Mahomed 
Shah  has  had  the  impudence  to  send  your 
father  a message  to  the  effect  that  the 
opening  of  our  fire  upon  his  fortress  will  be 
Arthur  Stanhope’s  death-warrant,  and  in 
truth  he  may  keep  his  word  in  this  instance, 
egregious  liar  though  we  know  him  to  be 
generally.  ’ 

‘Oh,  Robert  !’ 

‘ Of  course  the  threat  may  be  only  a bit 
of  bluff ; we  cannot  tell.  Heera  Lall  is  in- 
clined to  think  the  Agent  too  valuable  a 
possession  for  them  easily  to  sacrifice  in  this 
manner  ; we  shall  see.  The  object  now  is 
to  capture  the  place  as  quickly  as  possible 
so  as  to  save  him,  and  prevent  a general 
rising  in  the  valley.’ 

‘ I perceive,’  responded  Ethel  in  a con- 
vinced tone  ; ‘ but,  oh,  what  desperate  fight- 
ing there  will  be !’ 
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She  clung  to  him  more  closely  than  ever, 
her  touch  thrilling  through  every  fibre  of 
his  frame. 

‘ I don’t  know,  dearest  love,’  he  whispered, 
almost  beside  himself  for  an  adequate  reply  ; 

‘ we  must  hope  all  will  go  well,  and  we  must 
capture  the  place.  Let  us  have  full  trust 
then  that  our  cause  will  prevail,  believing 
it  to  be  an  honest  one  !’ 

‘ How  good  you  are  !’  she  murmured,  try- 
ing to  adopt  his  tone,  and  to  rise  to  the 
point  whence  he  looked  at  the  matter.  ‘ Oh 
that  I were  only  half  as  unselfish  and 
generous-minded  !’ 

‘My  own  Ethel,  you  but  a while  ago 
spoke  nobly  and  disinterestedly  ; surely  you 
will  maintain  that  mood  now  that  our  part- 
ing moment  has  come.’ 

It  seemed  as  if  the  braver  spirit  of  Robert 
Dashwood  had  at  length  penetrated  the 
girl’s  breast  and  inspired  her  with  a portion 
of  his  own  enthusiasm,  for  her  next  words 
reassured  him. 

‘ You  shall  not  have  reason  to  complain 


A PARTING 


277 


of  me  r she  exclaimed  in  a firm  voice,  throw- 
ing back  her  head  and  looking  trustfully  at 
him.  ‘ I were  indeed  unworthy  of  you,  dear 
Robert,  and  of  my  father,  if  I did  not 
utterly  give  up  myself  in  the  sympathy  due 
to  you  both  in  your  difficult  undertaking. 
At  whatever  risk,  then,  go  forward  and 
capture  this  stronghold,  and  leave  me  here 
to  pray  for  your  victory  !’ 

‘ Darling,’  cried  the  young  fellow  in  sup- 
pressed admiration  of  her  quiet  heroism, 
' thank  you  for  those  words  ; they  will  nerve 
me  as  no  others  could  for  the  task  before  us  1 
And  now  good-bye — but  not  for  long,  Ethel.’ 

One  last  embrace — one  long,  burning  kiss 
— and  Robert  Dash  wood  was  gone,  the  clank- 
ing of  his  sword  as  he  passed  out  into  the 
darkness  being  the  last  reminiscence  of  her 
lover  that  remained  to  the  sorrowful  Ethel. 
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CHAPTEli  XIX. 

THE  ASSAULT. 

‘ Tell  Elliot  to  hold  himself  ready  for  im- 
mediate action,’  said  Colonel  Cresswell  quietly 
to  Dashwood,  as  they  stood  behind  the  ridge 
watching  the  effect  of  Heyward’s  heavy 
pieces  on  the  tottering  wall  opposite  them. 

‘ Yes,  sir  ; I’ll  go  instantly.’ 

‘ We  shall  have  the  light  in  a few  minutes 
— there  ! that  curtain  has  fallen,  as  I knew  it 
must,  and  the  place  is  open  to  us ; but  Elliot 
must  blow  in  the  gate  down  below,  and  lead 
on  his  party  as  has  been  arranged.’ 

‘ All  right,  sir.’ 

And  Dashwood  was  off  at  speed  to  carry 
the  order  to  the  Engineer  officer,  whom  he 
found  at  the  head  of  his  little  band  of  deter- 
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mined  men,  with  his  bags  of  powder  and  his 
fuses,  all  ready  and  impatient  for  his  work. 

Nor  had  he  long  to  wait,  for  the  signal- 
rocket  now  whizzed  high  up  above  the  castle, 
hissing  out  its  warning  to  the  storming- 
parties,  and  startling  the  garrison  into  a 
fuller  sense  than  they  had  hitherto  had  of 
their  danger. 

Straight  for  the  main  gate  rushed  forward 
the  intrepid  Elliot,  closely  followed  by  three 
or  four  of  his  trusty  sappers ; and  so  quick 
was  their  movement,  and  so  close  under  the 
wall  of  the  main  gateway  did  it  bring 
them,  the  enemy  could  not  during  the 
first  minute  or  two  get  their  long  jesails  to 
bear  on  them.  This  respite  was  invaluable  ; 
the  powder- bags,  dexterously  and  boldly  ap- 
plied, did  their  work  admirably ; the  gate 
was  blown  in,  and  the  party,  headed  by  their 
gallant  commander,  entered  with  a rush. 

But  here,  the  enemy  being  in  great  force 
at  this  point,  there  came  an  immediate  check  : 
Elliot  was  shot  down,  and,  though  his  brave 
sappers  struggled  forward  with  the  utmost 
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determination,  the  main  body  of  the  stormers 
wavered  under  the  fearful  rain  of  balls,  and 
might  have  fallen  back  had  not  Dashwood, 
seeing  how  sorely  they  were  pressed,  thrown 
every  other  consideration  to  the  winds,  and, 
rushing  to  their  head,  led  them  on  up  the 
narrow  passage  into  the  interior  of  the  fort, 
with  whose  intricacies  he  was  well  acquainted, 
owing  to  his  frequent  visits  there  in  happier 
days  with  Stanhope  and  the  Colonel. 

‘ Forward,  men  !’  he  cried,  cutting  down  in 
his  impetuosity  a big  Afghan,  who  struck  a 
furious  blow  at  him  with  his  tulwar,  that  was 
fortunately  parried  by  the  sergeant  of  the 
sappers  at  his  side.  ‘ On  with  you  to  the 
tower  just  in  front  there — that’s  the  point  to 
make  for  ! Ha  — a — a — h ! F orwar — d ! 
Forwar — d 1’ 

Hashwood’s  knowledge  was  invaluable,  for, 
the  tower  he  indicated  standing:  close  to  the 
breach  made  by  the  guns,  over  which  he  was 
well  aware  the  other  assault  was  to  be  de- 
livered, his  object  was  to  unite  here  the  two 
storming-parties,  which  together  might  then 
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from  their  point  of  vantage  double  up  the 
defenders  and  carry  the  whole  fortress  at  the 
point  of  the  bayonet.  This  tower,  as  it  hap- 
pened, was  the  very  prison-house  of  Arthur 
Stanhope,  though  of  that  important  fact  his 
friend  was  at  present  in  entire  ignorance. 

It  was  a critical  moment,  and,  as  Dash- 
wood  struggled  on  at  the  head  of  the  party, 
it  seemed  as  if  no  man  could  ever  penetrate 
to  the  tower  through  the  hot  and  constant  fire 
— as  if  that  burly  crowd  of  desperate  Afghans 
could  surely  hold  their  own  against  even  the 
determined  rush  of  the  brave  British  infantry. 

Yet  the  destructive  shower  from  the  far- 
reaching  jesails  began  perceptibly  to  slacken, 
the  swish  of  the  tulwars  to  cease,  the  mass 
of  the  enemy  to  recede,  and  at  length,  by  a 
supreme  effort,  the  corner  of  the  tower  was 
gained. 

Meantime  the  column  destined  for  the 
direct  attack  had  not  been  idle.  At  a given 
signal  the  guns  ceased  their  fire,  the  stormers 
swarmed  into  the  breach,  and  through  a per- 
fect hurricane  of  iron  and  lead  made  good 
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their  footing  on  its  summit,  striking  a 
momentary  terror  among  the  defenders,  who, 
taken  on  the  flank  by  the  party  under  Dash- 
wood,  fled  precipitately  towards  the  keep  of 
the  castle,  situated  on  a somewhat  higher 
level. 

So  rapid  had  been  the  advance,  yet  so 
numerous  still  were  the  Afehans  near  the 
entrance-gate,  that  for  a minute  or  two  it 
seemed  doubtful  if  the  storming-parties, 
united,  but  greatly  reduced  in  numbers  by 
their  severe  losses,  could  hold  their  position 
against  the  enormous  odds  that,  recovering 
from  their  first  panic,  now  attacked  them. 
But  Colonel  Cress  well,  whose  experienced 
eye  had  followed  the  whole  operation  with 
the  deepest  interest,  now  ordering  the  guns 
to  bombard  the  citadel,  himself  led  the 
column  of  infantry  he  had  held  in  reserve  to 
the  support  of  Dashwood  and  the  stormers, 
thus  making  secure  the  important  footing 
they  had  obtained  within  the  fortress. 

‘ Splendid  !’  he  cried  as,  at  the  head  of  his 
soldiers,  he  joined  hands  with  the  remnant  of 
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the  brave  assaulters.  ‘ Grandly  done,  men^ — - 
you  deserve  my  warmest  thanks  ! I never 
saw  anything  better  than  the  impetuosity  of 
your  onset : you  were  not  to  be  denied  this 
morning,  at  any  rate  !’ 

They  gave  him  a hearty  cheer  as  the  old 
man  stood  there  in  the  sight  of  friend  and 
foe,  his  helmet  off,  his  gray  hair  just  fluttered 
by  the  morning  air,  thanking  them  from  his 
heart  for  their  victory,  and  disdaining  for  the 
moment  all  thought  of  his  own  danger. 

‘ Take  care  of  the  Colonel,  sir  !’  exclaimed 
the  sapper  sergeant  to  Dashwood,  as  he  turned 
from  shooting  down  an  Afghan  who,  appa- 
rently dead,  had  suddenly  seized  his  rifle  and 
aimed  it  at  Colonel  Cresswell.  ‘ You  never 
know  when  these  devils  are  done  for,  and 
they’re  more  dangerous  lying  wounded  on 
the  ground  than  standing  up  in  fair  fight 
against  us.’ 

The  young  officer,  taking  the  hint,  instantly 
skirted  the  base  of  the  tower  and  saluted 
the  Colonel. 

‘ Well,  Robert,’  cried  the  latter,  ‘ delighted 
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to  see  you  ; but  there’s  more  work  to  be 
done,  and  I want  those  fellows  down  near  the 
entrance  to  be  completely  cleared  out.’ 

‘ They  seem  to  have  turned  tail  at  last, 
sir,’  was  the  reply,  ‘ and  are  bolting  through 
the  gate  we  blew  in — so  I have  this  moment 
been  informed.’ 

‘ That’s  all  iwht,  then.  Of  course  I 
anticipated  the  movement,  and  Curtis  with 
his  cavalry  is  ready  for  them,  and  should  cut 
them  entirely  to  pieces  in  the  open.’ 

So  thoroughly  developed  had  Heyward’s 
fire  now  become  on  the  upper  works  of  the 
fortress,  that  only  dropping  shots  were  falling 
on  the  British  column  near  the  tower,  and 
the  Colonel,  ever  desirous  to  save  his  men’s 
lives,  decided  to  wait  awhile  before  assault- 
ing the  more  difficult  position,  clearing  out 
meantime  any  Afghans  that  might  be  lurking 
in  the  numerous  buildings  that  surrounded 
the  main  court-yard,  and  consolidating  the 
advantageous  hold  of  the  place  he  had 

During  the  lull  in  the  hand-to-hand 
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fighting  that  had  now  ensued,  his  mind 
naturally  turned  to  Arthur  Stanhope  and  the 
position  in  which  he  stood,  and  presently, 
when  Dashwood  could  report  certainly  and 
satisfactorily  as  to  the  complete  occupation 
of  the  fortifications  down  to  the  gate,  he 
openly  expressed  his  anxiety,  and  how  he 
desired  to  gain  news  about  him. 

‘ Nothing  has  been  seen  of  Mahomed  Shah 
or  any  other  of  the  leaders  of  the  insurrec- 
tion,  I suppose  V he  asked,  addressing  several 
officers  who  had  gathered  round  him  to  take 
his  orders. 

‘ No,  sir ; nothing  whatever,’  was  the 
reply. 

‘ I inquired  because  we  want  information 
about  Stanhope,  and  where  he  is  hidden  all 
this  time.’ 

‘ Yes,  indeed  we  do,’  agreed  Lestock  with 
alacrity  ; ‘ and  it  happens  I have  just  had 
some  talk  with  Moonshi  Heera  Lall  on  this 
very  subject.’ 

‘ And  what  is  his  opinion  ?’  demanded  the 
Colonel. 
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‘ Well,  it  seems  this  fellow,  Mahomed 
Shah,  has  a horrible  dungeon,  known  as 
the  Pit  of  Ghilzan,  to  which  he  frequently 
condemns  his  prisoners,  and  the  Moonshi 
suggests  the  possibility  of  Stanhope’s  having 
been  sent  down  there  by  his  unscrupulous 
enemy.  ’ 

‘ Quite  possibly  he  has  been,  Lestock  ; I 
wish  we  had  Heera  Lall  with  us.’ 

‘ You  remember  he  was  wounded,  sir, 
though  not  badly  V 

‘ Yes,  yes  ; I know.’ 

‘ Still,’  said  the  surgeon,  ‘ it  was  enough  to 
make  him  shy  about  exposing  himself  again, 
and  when  I hinted  how  useful  he  might  be 
if  he  would  avail  himself  of  one  of  the 
hospital-doolies  and  come  with  us,  he  would 
not  hear  of  it.’ 

The  Colonel  shook  his  head  impatiently. 

‘ Where  is  this  dungeon  ?’  he  asked.  ‘ We 
must  get  information  at  once  about  it ; do 
you  hear  ?’  turning  to  Dash  wood. 

‘ May  I take  a file  and  go  in  search  of 
it,  sir  ?’  asked  the  young  officer  eagerly. 
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^ Nothing  would  give  me  greater  pleasure, 
and  I’ve  no  doubt  I can  find  Stanhope— if  he 
is  to  be  found  at  all,  that  is.’ 

‘ Well,’  returned  the  Colonel,  speaking  in 
a lowered  voice,  ‘ I really  think  you  might, 
Kobert.  After  all,  our  most  important 
object  is  to  set  him  free,  so  do  you  take 
your  men  at  once  and  search  the  whole  place 
thoroughly.  ’ 

He  pointed  to  the  series  of  irregular 
buildings  that  surrounded  them,  which 
certainly  appeared  to  be  entirely  deserted  by 
the  Afghans. 

‘ There’s  one  hint  Heera  Lall  gave  me 
about  this  prison-pit,’  put  in  Lestock  : At  is 
believed  to  be  situated  in  one  of  the  towers 
of  the  castle,  so  you  should  examine  them 
carefully.’ 

‘ A very  valuable  suggestion,’  agreed  the 
Colonel,  ' and  one  you  ought  to  profit  by, 
Robert.’ 

‘ Certainly,’  answered  Dash  wood  ; ^ you 

may  trust  me  for  that.’  He  looked  upwards 
as  he  spoke.  ' Why,  this  is  a tower  of  some 
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importance  close  to  us,’  he  exclaimed,  ‘ and 
I must  make  sure  we  get  into  it  somehow  or 
other  ; but  the  intricacies  of  these  Eastern 
houses  are  difficult  to  unravel  often,  and  may 
lead  one  a pretty  dance.’ 

‘ Whatever  you  do,  be  cautious,  Robert,’ 
were  the  Colonel’s  parting  words.  ‘ These 
fellows  are  so  malignant  they  may  stab  or 
shoot  you  while  appearing  most  friendly,  so 
don’t  trust  one  of  them— mind  that  !’ 

‘ All  right,  sir ; I know  already  some  of 
their  tricks,  and  shall  keep  a weather-eye 
on  any  I come  across.’ 

So  saying,  Dashwood  and  his  men  dis- 
appeared in  the  nearest  doorway  on  their 
perilous  expedition. 

All  this  time  Heyward’s  guns  had  been 
pounding  away  at  the  upper  works  of  the 
fortress,  and  with  considerable  effect,  as  was 
evidenced  by  the  slackening  of  the  enemy’s 
fire  both  from  their  battery  of  six- pounders 
and  their  formidable  and  far-carrying  jesails. 

‘ They  are  greatly  shaken  in  their  position 
up  there,’  observed  the  Colonel  to  the  officers 
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nearest  him,  after  a careful  observation 
through  his  glass ; ' and  it  looks  much  more 
like  their  deserting  their  stronghold  than  it 
did.  Ride  down  to  Major  Curtis  ’ — turning 
to  a mere  boy  of  a cavalry  officer  whom  he 
had  chosen  as  galloper  for  the  day — ‘ and 
tell  him  to  expect  a rush  of  the  Afghans  on 
the  other  side  ; he  ought  to  intercept  and 
annihilate  them  if  they  do  make  a bolt  of  it.’ 

Off  dashed  the  young  fellow,  proud  of  his 
mission,  and  delighted  to  be  the  bearer  of 
this  order  to  his  own  commanding  officer, 
while  Colonel  Cresswell  turned  to  receive  a 
message  from  Heyward  to  the  effect  that  an 
assault  on  the  citadel  would  soon  be  perfectly 
practicable. 

‘ Tell  Major  Heyward,’  said  the  Colonel, 

‘ that  he  is  doing  admirably,  but  that  there’s 
no  hurry  about  the  assault  ; I am  the  sole 
judge  of  that  matter.  The  fact  is,’  he 
resumed  immediately,  ^ it  seems  extremely 
doubtful  if  there  will  be  any  more ’ 

A tremendous  concussion  shook  the  whole 
air  at  this  instant,  while  two  or  three  brilliant 

19 
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flashes  could  be  seen  by  the  little  party  below 
illuminating  the  upper  part  of  the  fortress, 
to  be  succeeded  in  turn  by  a column  of  dense 
smoke  which  for  some  minutes  darkened  the 
whole  sky. 

‘ There  !’  continued  the  Colonel  in  a tone 
of  complete  reassurance  ; ‘ Heyward  has 

exploded  their  magazine,  and  no  further 
defence  can  be  possible  for  them.  The  castle 
is  ours,  gentlemen,  and  all  we  have  to  do  is 
to  take  possession  of  its  principal  points  with 
promptitude  and  judgment.’ 

Nor  had  Colonel  Cresswell’s  sound  military 
instinct  deceived  him.  The  Afghan  troops, 
demoralized  by  being  cooped  up  within  the 
narrow  limits  of  the  citadel,  constantly  ex- 
posed to  the  Are  of  Heyward’s  guns,  and 
having  shot  and  shell  from  his  heavy  pieces 
frequently  dropping  into  their  most  protected 
corners,  had  already  begun  to  lose  heart, 
when  the  Anal  catastrophe  came  upon  them 
through  the  unexpected  blowing-up  of  their 
powder-magazine.  Scores  lost  their  lives  at 
that  moment  ; hundreds  made  the  best  of 
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their  way  down  the  steep  and  rocky  hillside 
on  to  the  plain  below,  where,  however,  most 
of  them,  stricken  as  they  were  with  terror, 
fell  an  easy  prey  to  Curtis  and  his  unsparing 
cavalry. 
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CHAPTER  XX. 

WITHIN  AN  ACE. 

When  the  shell  from  Heyward’s  howitzer, 
passing  through  the  window  high  up  in  the 
tower,  had  fallen  bursting  amongst  the  little 
group  of  Afghans  assembled  for  their  abom- 
inable object  round  Arthur  Stanhope’s  bed, 
there  M^as  terrible  confusion  in  the  little 
jirison-room.  Sirdar  Mahomed  Shah,  struck 
on  the  head  by  an  irregular  fragment,  was 
prostrated  on  the  floor,  the  puncture  needle 
falling  from  his  hand  at  the  same  moment, 
while  the  usually  imperturbable  Ushruff  Ali, 
shrieking  with  pain,  sat  down  in  one 
corner,  declaring  his  leg  to  be  so  terribly 
broken  he  would  never  be  able  to  stand  on  it 
attain. 
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It  was  a grim  sight — these  two  tormentors 
of  but  a minute  ago  each  now  completely 
disabled  by  his  own  injury  from  wreaking  his 
vengeance  on  the  victim  within  their  grasp — • 
and  so  must  it  have  appeared  to  the  English 
officer.  But  where  one  explosive  had  found 
its  way  in  another  might  soon  follow,  as  the 
regular  bombardment  of  the  castle  had 
evidently  begun  ; so,  with  the  utmost  expedi- 
tion, Azeez  and  his  assistants,  under  the 
orders  of  the  two  unwounded  Sirdars,  carried 
up  the  flight  of  steps  and  along  the  passages, 
to  a safer  and  less  exposed  situation,  first 
Mahomed  Shah,  who  appeared  to  be  uncon- 
scious, and  next  his  secretary,  the  echo  of 
whose  howls  and  bewailings  sounded  weirdly 
enough  as  he  was  borne  away  through  the 
door  of  the  cell. 

Probably,  if  a thought  had  been  given  to 
the  matter,  it  was  hoped  the  prisoner,  left  by 
himself  in  this  dangerous  place,  might  soon 
sufler  injury  or  death  at  the  hands  of  his 
own  countrymen  ; but  it  happened  this  was 
not  to  be,  the  shell  that  had  entered  the 
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window  having  done  so  more  or  less  by 
chance,  owiim  to  a miscalculation  in  the 
laying  of  the  howitzer,  and  not  being 
followed  by  other  discharges  of  a similar 
kind. 

Yet,  though  no  further  danger  from  this 
source  came  to  the  unfortunate  Stanhope,  his 
condition  was  truly  a sad  one,  suffering  great 
physical  pain  as  he  was  from  the  injury  so 
ruthlessly  inflicted  on  him,  and  feeling, 
perhaps,  even  a more  acute  anguish  of  mind 
in  the  contemplation  of  the  indignity  cast 
upon  him,  and  the  irreparable  loss  he  had 
sustained. 

How  that  miserable  night  was  ever  passed 
through  he  hardly  afterwards  could  bear  to 
think.  Sleep  was  impossible,  for  the  thunder 
of  the  artillery  was  ever  in  his  ears,  and  he 
heard  the  shot  brineinp'  down  the  nemhbour- 

o o o 

ing  walls,  and  the  shells  constantly  bursting 
close  beside  his  prison  tower,  Nor  to  him, 
indeed,  were  these  unwelcome  sounds,  know- 
ing as  he  did  the  token  they  bore  of  assist- 
ance and  rescue  by  his  own  people  from  the 
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murderous  Afghans,  in  whose  cruel  hands  he 
had  been  so  basely  used. 

There  was,  again,  a grim  satisfaction  in  his 
mind  at  perceiving  how  almost  completely 
deserted  he  had  become  by  his  persecutors, 
his  only  visitor  in  the  early  morning  being 
the  man  Azeez,  who  stole  down  the  steps 
from  the  entrance-door,  apparently  hardly 
expecting  to  find  him  alive,  much  less  un- 
wounded. 

Looking  at  him  very  much  as  he  might  at 
some  strange  animal,  the  latter  spoke  to 
Arthur  in  no  unkind  or  impertinent  tone. 

‘ Sahib,  you  are  here  — and  unhurt,  I 
hope  V 

‘ Yes  ; I am  unwounded  bodily,’  was  the 
reply. 

‘ It’s  a terrible  fire  we  are  under,’  observed 
the  man,  looking  up  instinctively  at  the 
window,  as  if  expecting  another  shell  to  be 
hurled  through  it  on  to  their  heads  ; ‘ and 
many  are  wounded  and  dying  within  the 
castle.  ’ 

‘ The  Enoflish  were  sure  to  make  it  hot  for 
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you,  as  I told  your  master,’  said  Arthur 
gravely  ; ‘ but  my  words  went  for  nothing, 
and  what  is  the  result?’ 

The  fellow  shook  his  head. 

‘ The  Sirdar  has  suffered  more  even  than 
you,  sahib,’  he  exclaimed.  ‘ But  never 
would  he  surrender  to  the  Feringhis,  he 
declared.’ 

‘ We  shall  see  about  that  before  long,’ 
rejoined  the  English  officer  ; ‘ for  the  worst 
has  not  come  yet,  or  I’m  mistaken.’ 

Azeez  seemed  hardlv  to  understand  him. 

* 

‘ The  worst  !’  he  cried.  ‘ Surely  the  worst 
has  befallen  us,  for  my  master,  the  Sirdar,  is 
dead.’ 

‘ Aha  ! is  that  so  indeed  V 

‘ Alas,  yes  !’  was  the  answer.  ‘ He  never 
spoke  again  after  receiving  his  wound,  and 
died  an  hour  aD:o.’ 

Even  then,  however  rejoiced  he  might 
naturally  feel  at  his  enemy’s  removal,  there 
was  no  sign  of  this  on  Arthur’s  part ; but 
he  perceived  in  a moment  how  changed 
his  pi’ospects  might  be,  and  how  possibly 
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his  liberty  was  thus  placed  within  his 
reach. 

‘ Then,’  he  demanded  in  a bolder  tone, 
‘ who  is  now  commanding  at  the  castle  ? 
For  I must  at  once  see  him  and  claim  my 

The  gaol-guard  looked  at  him  in  amaze- 
ment. 

‘No  prisoner,’  he  protested,  ‘ has  ever 
passed  out  from  here  alive,  and  ’tis  not  likely, 
sahib,  that  you  can  do  so — as  far  as  I see, 
that  is.’ 

‘ Villain  !’  cried  Arthur,  losing  patience  at 
this  calm  condemnation  pronounced  upon 
him  by  the  fellow.  ‘ Instantly  inform  me 
from  whom  you  are  receiving  your  orders, 
that  I may  take  the  necessary  steps  for  my 
release  from  this  pest-house  !’ 

Azeez  thought  a moment  ere  he  replied, 
and  it  was  with  much  reluctance  that  his 
answer  came  at  last. 

‘ The  Secretary  Sahib  has  assumed  the 
management  of  affairs  here  now,  and  has 
given  me  particular  orders  respecting  you.’ 


298 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


Arthur’s  heart  for  the  moment  sank  within 
him,  for  he  felt  at  once  how  little  benefit  he 
had  to  expect  from  the  change  of  masters  ; 
yet  he  kept  up  a brave  bearing  before  his 
guard,  knowing  how  important  it  was,  if 
possible,  to  gain  an  ascendancy  over  him. 

‘ And  what  were  the  instructions  you 
received  V he  asked,  in  as  unconcerned  a tone 
as  he  could  assume. 

The  fellow,  as  if  to  give  a practical  reply 
to  the  question,  by  a sudden  movement 
getting  behind  his  prisoner,  and  drawing 
forth  his  long  and  keen-edged  knife,  raised 
it  to  stab  the  half- blind  and  unsuspecting 
victim,  when  a brilliant  flare  of  light 
appeared  above  at  the  top  of  the  steps,  and 
voices  were  heard  in  loud  altercation  at  the 
doorway. 

‘ Scrag  the  villain,  Thompson,  if  he  says 
another  word  !’  cried  one  in  a commandiim 

O 

tone.  ‘ We  won’t  stand  any  nonsense  now, 
remember  that.’ 

‘ Ay,  ay,  sir,’  was  the  reply,  given  cheer- 
fully by  the  man  addressed,  who,  suiting  the 
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action  to  the  order  he  had  received,  forthwith 
spitted  the  miserable  Abdool  against  the  wall 
with  his  bayonet,  thus  overcoming  his  resist- 
ance to  their  passage  through  the  heavy 
door,  which  had  fortunately  been  left  unlocked 
bv  Azeez  when  he  descended  into  the  cell. 

4/ 

‘ Phew !’  exclaimed  Dashwood,  for  he  it 
was  who  had  penetrated,  after  much  wander- 
ing and  a long  search,  to  the  interior  apart- 
ments and  the  very  dungeon-tower  of  the 
fortress  itself.  ‘ What  a horrible  dark  hole 
it  is,  to  be  sure!  Ho,  men,  with  your 
torches! — quick,  quick!  Here’s  murder  going 
on,  or  Pm  mistaken !’ 

He  tore  down  the  steps  in  breakneck 
fashion,  throwing  himself  on  to  the  wretch 
Azeez  as  the  latter  was  in  the  very  act  of 
striking  down  his  prisoner,  for  the  would-be 
assassin’s  attention  having  been  withdrawn  a 
moment  by  the  lights  and  the  clamour  on  the 
stairs,  his  opportunity  was  gone,  and  next 
instant  he  found  himself,  knife  in  hand,  given 
over  to  the  rough  guardianship  of  the  British 
soldiers. 
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‘ That’s  what  they  do  in  these  prisons  !’ 
cried  Dashwood  to  his  men,  hardly  believing 
his  eyes.  ‘ The  murdering  scoundrel ! Look 
at  his  villanous  knife,  just  stabbing — why, 
good  God  ! who  can  it  be  but  Arthur — Arthur 
Stanhope  V 

‘ Indeed  it  is  I !’  exclaimed  his  friend, 
moving  towards  him  with  a joyful  face. 
‘Ah,  Itobert,  I felt  certain  vou  would  find 
me,  somehow,  and  get  me  out  of  this  vile 
den.’ 

‘ Vile  and  abominable  den  indeed  ! This, 
then,  is  the  Pit  of  Ghilzan,  and  here  they 
have  kept  you  all  this  time,  the  infamous 
wretches  !’ 

Arthur  smiled  sadly. 

‘ They  threw  me  in  here  at  the  beginning,’ 
he  said  ; ‘ but  that  was  not  the  worst  they 
did,  neither  is  this  the  pit.  It  lies  in  the 
corner  there,  and  this  is  simply  the  Tower — 
a perfect  heaven,  I can  assure  you,  in  com- 
parison.’ 

‘ You  don’t  say  so  ! What  cowardly  brutes 
and  perjured  scoundrels  they  are  !’ 
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‘Well,  Robert,  the  worst  perjurer  of  them 
all — the  man  who,  under  the  guise  and  pro- 
fession of  friendship,  made  me,  by  an  act  of 
perfidy,  his  prisoner — is  dead.’ 

‘ That’s  good  hearing,’  laughed  Dashwood 
gaily  ; ‘ of  course,  you  mean  Mahomed  Shah, 
the  Sirdar  of  the  castle  ?’ 

‘ Yes  ; wounded  in  this  very  dungeon  by 
one  of  our  shells,  he  has  just  expired,  I am 
told  by — by — the  fellow  your  men  have  got 
hold  of  there,’  looking  round  at  the  now 
helpless  Azeez. 

‘Ik  s one  ruffian  the  less  in  the  world,’  re- 
marked Dashwood  coolly  ; ‘ but  it  seems  to 
me  there  are  many  that  will  have  to  follow 
him,’  indicating  plainly  that  the  gaoler  was 
of  the  number. 

‘ Only  after  a fair  trial,’  said  Stanhope, 

‘ for  I have  reason  to  think  he  is  but  the  tool 
of  others.’ 

‘ Very  possibly  ; but  since  I happened  to 
catch  him  in  the  act  of  assassinating  you 
from  behind  with  that  monstrous  knife  of  his 
that  lies  at  his  feet,  I don’t  consider  he 
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deserves  much  mercy,  nor,  apparently,  do 
Thompson  and  his  mate.’ 

Even  then  Arthur  Stanhope  hesitated  to 
condemn  the  Afghan. 

‘ Extraordinary  !’  he  murmured  in  a low 
tone.  ‘ We  had  been  talking  quietly  together 
in  the  most  friendly  manner — I,  of  course, 
suspecting  nothing,  when ’ 

‘ When  we  forced  the  door  and  rushed 
down  the  steps,  and  interrupted  him  !’  cried 
Dash  wood  with  impatience.  ‘ You  can  hardly 
wonder  at  my  men  being  a shade  rough  with 
the  fellow,  can  you,  Arthur,  after  that  V 

‘ No,  no  ; certainly  not.’ 

‘ I’m  surprised  you  didn’t  have  your  eye  on 
him,  for  they  are  such  devils  with  their 
knives,  as  I know  now  by  experience ; but  he 
just  slipped  like  a flash  of  lightning  round 
your  left  side,  and  had  you  at  his  mercy  in  a 
moment.  ’ 

Stanhope  was  silent  for  some  seconds. 

‘ He  had  his  reason  for  that,  doubtless,’  he 
said  presently  ; ‘ for,  do  you  know,  Robert, 
they  have  destroyed  my  left  eye— emptied 
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the  socket  entirely,  and,  of  course,  I am 
blind  on  that  side/ 

‘ You  don't  mean  it,  my  dear  Arthur  1’  ex- 
claimed his  friend  in  amazement,  peering  into 
Stanhope’s  face  with  a startled  gaze.  ‘ This 
is  indeed  an  incredible  thing  that  you 
say.’ 

‘ True,  nevertheless — only  too  true,’  per- 
sisted the  other  sorrowfully.  ‘ You  may 
satisfy  yourself  if  you  please,  Robert, 
but ’ 

‘No,  no  t ejaculated  Dashwood  in  horror. 

‘ I must  perforce  believe  you  ; but  what  a 
marvellous — wnat  a perfect  stoic  you  are, 
thus  to  bear  such  a fearful  calamity  !’ 

‘ It  was  by  the  merest  chance/  Stanhope 
went  on  in  a low  voice,  ‘ that  the  Sirdar  did 
not  cause  me  to  lose  the  other  also  ; but  the 
shell  dropped  as  if  from  the  sky  into  the 
middle  of  us,  and  laid  him  on  his  back — as  it 
turned  out,  for  good.’ 

‘ For  good  indeed  !’  echoed  Dashwood  fer- 
vently. 

‘ It’s  the  way,  as  Mahomed  Shah  reminded 


304 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


me,  they  treat  their  kings  when  it  becomes 
necessary  to  render  them  incapable  of  reign- 
ing ; and  so  he  meant  to  make  me  harmless, 
as  he  sarcastically  put  it,  both  politically  and 
otherwise.’ 

‘ The  ruffian  1 Oh,  that  we  had  him  here, 
Arthur  !’ 

It  seemed  the  two  soldiers  agreed  substan- 
tially  with  this  sentiment,  for,  turning  their 
blackest  looks  upon  their  captive,  they  plainly 
only  awaited  a word  from  Dashwood  to 
bayonet  him  on  the  spot. 

Now,  that  Azeez  himself  was  no  indifferent 
spectator  of  what  was  passing,  nor  ignorant 
of  the  extreme  danger  in  which  he  stood,  was 
plain  by  his  holding  his  palms  together  in 
sign  of  deepest  respect,  and  accosting  his 
late  prisoner  in  a 'voice  of  mournful  en- 
treaty. 

‘ Cherisher  of  the  poor  !’  he  began,  fixing 
his  eyes  on  Arthur,  as  if  aware  by  instinct 
that  from  him  alone  of  those  present  could 
he  expect  pity.  ‘ Your  slave  will  carry  your 
Honour’s  shoes  in  his  own  hand  if  you  will 
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but  see  that  justice  is  done  in  this  matter. 
Mercy,  sahib ! mercy  on  one  who  is  sorely 
down-trodden  and  oppressed  !’ 

Stanhope’s  generosity  was  stirred  within 
him,  even  in  favour  of  this  fellow  who  had 
assisted  in  his  mutilation,  and  would  have 
murdered  him  but  three  minutes 

‘ Fear  not,’  he  said.  ‘ Justice  you  shall 
have,  if  I can  secure  it  for  you.’ 

' Sahib,’  cried  the  man  in  a hoarse  whisper, 
‘ you  do  not  think  that  I wished  to  see  you 
die  ? It  was  not  I that  desired  it — no, 
no  !’ 

‘ Who,  then,  was  it  ?’  demanded  Arthur 
sharply. 

‘ Ah  ! did  I not  tell  you,’  returned  the 
fellow  with  an  anxious  look,  ' who  now  is  in 
the  Sirdar’s  place  ?’ 

‘ Ay,  so  you  did — I remember.  And  it 
was  his  order  you  were  about  to  carry  out — 
is  that  so  V 

‘ Favourite  of  heaven,  it  is  so.  I speak 
truth — absolute  truth.  It  was  from  Ushruff 
Ah’s  own  lips  I had  the  command,  but  half 
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au  hour  ago,  to  remove  you  at  a stroke  from 
his  way/ 

‘ I see  ; I half  suspected  it/  muttered  Stan- 
hope reflectively.  ‘ You  will  swear  to  what 
you  say,  if  necessary — you  will  maintain  it  in 
should  you  be  called  upon  to  do  so  V 
, sahib,  that  I will  !’  was  the  ready 
reply.  ‘ The  Meer  Sahib  is  no  friend  of  mine, 
that  I should  defend  him.’ 

Here,  Dashwood,  who  had  been  listening 
to  this  conversation  with  considerable  im- 
patience, broke  in  : 

‘This  may  all  be  very  interesting,  Arthur, 
but  we  have  no  time  to  waste,  and  the  atmo- 
sphere of  this  place  makes  one  positively  sick. 
Come,  have  you  any  preparations  to  make,  or 
are  you  ready  to  start  V 

‘ Tm  quite  prepared,’  was  Stanhope’s 
answer  ; ‘ for,  indeed,  they  have  deprived  me 
of  everything.  And  yet  I’m  ashamed  of  my- 
self in  these  clothes,  and — and ’ 

He  reeled  suddenly,  and  would  have  fallen 
had  not  Dashwood  supported  him,  and,  draw- 
ing forth  a flask,  induced  him  to  drink.  Then, 
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leading  him  up  out  of  that  noisome  den,  the 
young  officer  conducted  his  party  along  the 
now -deserted  passages  into  the  courtyard, 
whence  he  could  plainly  perceive  the  royal 
standard  flying  from  the  topmost  height  of 
the  fortress,  in  sign  of  the  complete  surrender 
of  the  place  by  its  Afghan  garrison. 
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CHAPTER  XXL 

PRISONERS. 

On  the  morning  after  these  events  Colonel 
Cresswell,  now  re-established  in  his  own  little 
ohice-rooin,  sat  waiting  to  have  brought 
before  him  the  prisoners  that  had  been  taken 
either  in  the  castle  itself  or  by  Major  Curtis’s 
cavalry  in  the  field,  while  beside  him  were 
some  of  the  princijjal  officers  of  his  staff,  as 
well  as  the  Moonshi,  Heera  Lalh 

' Of  course,’  said  the  Colonel  to  Lestock, 
‘ Stanhope  cannot  be  here  to-day,  but  I hope 
you  find  him  better,  and  not  suffering  much  V 
‘He  has  slept  well,’  replied  the  surgeon, 
‘and,  though  experiencing  considerable  pain, 
is  so  calm  and  brave  there  is  no  doubt  of  his 
recovery.  ’ 
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‘Poor  fellow  ! Well,  we  must  all  help  to 
make  it  easy  for  him,  and  meantime  we  have 
Heera  Lall  to  advise  us,’  looking  round  at  the 
Moonshi,  who,  supported  by  soft  cushions  in 
his  chair,  sat  close  by. 

‘ Yes,  sahib  ; your  servant  is  here,  ready  to 
do  his  best,’  murmured  the  latter  gravely. 

‘ Very  well.  Then,  Dash  wood,  let  us  get 
on.  I see  at  least  two  palanquins  in  the 
verandah  there,  but  presume  there  are  not 
women-prisoners  to  be  disposed  of?’ 

The  younger  man  smiled. 

‘It  so  happens,’  he  said,  ‘ that  the  wife  of 
the  Sirdar  Mahomed  Shah  was  captured  by 
the  cavalry  while  trying  to  escape  on  horse- 
back across  the  plain,  and  she  it  is  who  occu- 
pies the  first  ]3lace  for  your  consideration.’ 

‘ Oh  ho  ! I had  no  idea  of  that.  But,  now 
I think  of  it,  the  Moonshi  and  I are  not 
entirely  ignorant  of  this  lady  and  her  pro- 
ceedings and  motives.’ 

There  was  a twinkle  in  the  Colonel’s  eye 
as  he  turned  it  on  Heera  Lall,  and  a good- 
humoured  smile  broke  over  his  face. 
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‘ Without  doubt/  corroborated  the  Moonsbi, 
‘ we  can  fathom  her  purposes  from  certain 
correspondence  we  bold,  and  perhaps,  sir, 
you  may  not  consider  it  necessary  to  go 
further  into  her  conduct.’ 

So  speaking,  he  extracted  from  a packet 
lying  before  him  the  little  Persian  epistle  so 
well  known  to  the  Colonel,  and  laid  it  on  the 
table  for  his  inspection. 

‘ Yes,  yes.  We  must  not  treat  her  hardly,’ 
resumed  the  latter  ; ‘ and,  indeed,  it  would  ill 
become  us  to  do  so,  for  she  and  her  letter 
have  been  of  considerable  service,  and  far 
from  being  an  enemy,  she  has  proved  herself 
our  friend.’ 

‘ Shall  she  be  brought  up,  then,  sir  ?’  asked 
Dashwood. 

‘ Well,  just  to  the  door,  so  that  the  Moonsbi 
may  explain  she  is  free  to  go  wherever  she 
desires.’ 

With  a shuffling  of  feet  the  bearers  brought 
the  palanquin  along ; but  immediately  in 
front  ran  a female  figure  in  deep  distress 
which  forthwith  fell  at  Colonel  Cresswell’s 
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feet,  touching  them  repeatedly  with  her 
hands,  and  salaaming  in  the  most  abject 
manner. 

‘ Spare  her — spare  my  dear  mistress,  most 
eminent  lord  !’  prayed  this  poor  creature  with 
vehemence.  ‘ She  is  innocent  as  a lamb,  and 
a lady,  too,  of  the  best  blood  in  the  land.’ 

‘ That  the  Colonel  Sahib  is  well  aware  of, 
Moni,’  said  Heera  Lall  in  a sufficiently  loud 
voice  for  the  faithful  ayah’s  mistress  to  hear, 

‘ and  he  will  not  detain  her  a moment.  ’ 

‘ Oh,  thank  God  He  has  sent  you  to  aid 
us,  Moonshi  Sahib  !’  exclaimed  the  woman  in 
delight.  ‘ And  you  say  we  may  go  un- 
molested where  we  please  ?’ 

‘ Certainly  you  'may.  The  sahib  is  clemency 
itself,  especially  where  women  are  concerned.’ 

‘ The  lady  may  have  whatever  guard  of 
her  own  followers  she  pleases,’  put  in  the 
Colonel  in  an  undertone  to  Heera  Lall ; ‘ but 
I rather  advise  her  to  go  back  to  her  own  rela- 
tions, because,  in  the  present  uncertain  state 
of  affairs,  there’s  no  knowing  how  long 
shall  be  here.’ 


we 


312 


THE  TOWER  OF  GHILZAN 


The  Moonshi  agreeing,  and  this  having 
been  explained  to  Shah  Jehan  herself,  the 
lady  poured  forth  her  gratitude  with  the 
utmost  effusion,  though  keeping  closely  veiled 
behind  the  curtains  of  her  palanquin. 

' I knew  it,’  she  exclaimed  with  vehemence; 
‘ I felt  certain  my  safety  was  assured  in  your 
hands,  most  wise  and  merciful  commander  ! 
I would  only  ask  to  be  permitted  to  leave 
this  scene  of  trouble  and  unhappiness,  and  to 
be  escorted  to  the  sunnier  regions  of  Canda- 
har,  where  I shall  once  more  be  amongst  my 
own  people.’ 

‘ That,  my  lady,  is  exactly  what  I was 
planning  for  you,’  returned  the  Colonel 
gallantly,  ' and  you  shall  have  everything 
that  can  secure  for  you  a safe  and 
prosperous  journey.  Farewell,  then,  for  the 
present  !’ 

‘ I go,’  she  said  in  a lower  tone ; ‘ but 
never  can  I forget  your  generosity,  sahib,  and 
the  kindly  treatment  I hai^e  met  with  here. 
In  the  name  of  Allah,  the  Compassionate  and 
Merciful,  I kiss  jmur  feet.’ 
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At  a sign  from  Heera  Lall  the  palanquin 
was  raised  and  carried  off  by  its  bearers,  a 
little  jewelled  hand  just  waving  a momentary 
adieu  from  between  the  folds  of  the  drapery, 
while  Moni,  after  a deep  reverence,  followed 
her  rapidly-retreating  mistress. 

‘ Now,’  cried  the  Colonel,  ‘ whose  is  the 
next  case  we  have  to  consider  V 

Another  and  much  plainer  palanquin,  at  a 
sign  from  Dashwood,  was  placed  at  the  door- 
way, and  the  well-known  face  of  Ushruff  Ali, 
pale  and  anxious-looking,  appeared. 

He  was  closely  guarded,  while  at  some 
distance  in  rear  of  his  bearers  came  the 
man  Azeez,  with  wrists  and  ankles  in 
irons,  which  clanked  ominously  at  every  step 
he  made. 

‘ Is  this  fellow  ill,’  demanded  Colonel 
Cresswell,  looking  severely  at  the  secretary, 

‘ that  he  comes  like  a woman  before  us  V 
‘ His  leg  is  badly  shattered,  sir,’  explained 
Lestock,  ^ and  for  many  weeks  it  will  be  im- 
possible for  him  to  walk.’ 

‘ Well,  of  course,  that  explains  it.  Now, 
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Moonshi,  what  is  the  case  against  him?  Please 
to  state  it  in  a few  words.’ 

‘ There  are  two  principal  accusations,  your 
Honour,  against  this  Ushrulf  Ali,  frequently 
called  the  Meer  Sahib,’  replied  Heera  Lall,  in 
a voice  of  hardly- suppressed  triumph. 

‘ Very  good ; let  us  all  hear  them.’ 

‘ First,  that  he,  together  with  his  master, 
the  late  Sirdar  Mahomed  Shah,  Khan  of 
Ghilzan,  entered  into  treasonable  plots  against 
the  present  dynasty,  allied  as  it  is  with  the 
British  Government,  and  eventually  raised 
the  standard  of  rebellion  in  this  district.’ 

The  ex-secretary,  on  whom  many  eyes 
were  bent  as  the  charge  was  recited,  assuming 
to  treat  it  with  inditference,  simply  waved 
his  hand  with  a gesture  of  impatience,  while 
the  Moonshi  proceeded : 

‘ Second,  that  this  same  Meer  Ushruff  Ali 
assisted  in  treacherously  seizing  Captain 
Arthur  Stanhope,  political  Agent  at  Ghilzan, 
and,  contrary  to  all  recognised  laws  and 
customs,  in  throwing  him  into  prison  there  ; 
further,  that  he  aided  his  master  in  the 


PRISONERS 


315 


detestable  crime  of  blinding  the  said  Agent 
by  the  horrible  and  inhuman  means  employed 
by  the  Afghans  ; and  that,  after  the  Sirdar’s 
death,  he,  of  his  own  motion,  instructed  the 
man  Azeez  basely  to  murder,  by  stabbing 
him  in  his  cell,  the  said  Agent.’ 

A shudder  of  suppressed  horror  ran 
through  the  little  knot  of  officers  as  the 
Moonshi  ceased,  and  even  the  accused  man, 
audacious  and  calmly  Imperturbable  as  he 
usually  was,  seemed  vastly  taken  aback  by 
the  last  count  of  this  indictment. 

‘ No,  no,’  he  murmured,  his  face  lightened 
for  a moment  by  a sickly  smile  ; ' that  is  too 
much.  1 may  have  been  compelled,  as  my 
master’s  secretary,  to  issue  his  orders  to  the 
other  Sirdars,  and  to  the  people,  but,  far 
from  desiring  evil  to  Stanhope  Sahib,  I 
invariably  bespoke  Mahomed  Shah’s  favour 
and  consideration  for  him,  however  little  he 
himself  may  be  aware  of  it.’ 

Heera  Lall  whispered  for  a moment  to  the 
Colonel. 

‘ Let  the  prisoner  Azeez  step  forward,’  said 
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the  latter,  ' and  let  us  hear  what  he  has  to 
say  about  this.’ 

The  guard  pushed  to  the  front  the  Ghilzan 
gaoler,  who,  trembling,  joined  together  his 
hands  before  the  tribunal,  dreading  even  to 
look  at  Ushruff  Ali. 

‘ Did  you  have  to  do  with  Stanhope  Sahib 
in  the  prison-cell  at  the  castle  T inquired  the 
Moonshi. 

‘ Hah,  sahib,  I was  the  gaoler  there,’  was 
the  reply. 

‘ From  whom  did  you  receive  your  orders 
with  respect  to  your  prisoner  V 

‘ From  the  Meer  Sahib.’ 

‘ Tell  us  some  of  the  principal  directions 
under  which  you  acted.’ 

Azeez  considered  a few  seconds,  during 
which  Ushruff  Ali’s  movements  became  more 
and  more  indicative  of  his  uneasiness.  He 
fidgeted  with  his  spectacles,  glanced  with  a 
severe  expression  at  the  witness,  and  finally 
fixed  his  eves  on  the  Colonel’s  face,  as  if  to 
read  there  the  effect  of  the  evidence  that  was 
to  be  given. 
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‘ I was  ordered  to  place  the  sahib  in  the 
lower  pit,  known  as  the  Pit  of  Ghilzan,’ 
he  began  ; ‘ and  though  I hesitated  for  a 
moment,  it  was  necessary  to  do  it  in  the  end.’ 

‘ Why  necessary  V 

‘ The  Meer  Sahib  was  intent  upon  it.  He 
had  made  up  his  mind  to  it,  he  declared,  and 
if  I did  not  obey  he  would  instantly  have 
me  flogged,  and  replaced  by  my  fellow-gaoler, 
AbdooL’ 

‘ And  so  you  put  that  indignity  upon  the 
sahib  V 

‘ All-wise  Moonshi,  what  could  I do  V 

Heera  Lall,  shrugging  his  shoulders, 
glanced  from  the  witness  towards  the 
accused. 

‘ Remember,  Azeez,’  he  said  warningly, 
' whatever  you  state  now  you  must  be  pre- 
pared to  swear  to  at  the  trial  that  will  soon 
take  place  ; therefore  be  most  careful  and 
accurate  in  everything.’ 

‘ Fear  not  that  your  slave’s  sincerity  is  as 
clear  as  the  light  of  day,’  returned  the  man, 
touching  his  forehead  gravely. 
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‘ The  sahib  was  blinded,  was  he  not,  in  the 
manner  that  is  familiar  to  you  V 

‘ Certainly — in  one  eye.  The  preparations 
for  this  were  all  made  by  the  Meer  Sahib, 
who  brought  me  the  needles  in  the  morning, 
telling  me  he  had  so  arranged  matters  that 
the  blinding,  to  which  he  plainly  looked 
forward  with  the  deepest  gratification,  was 
doomed  to  take  place,  as  the  sahib  would 
surely  be  firm  in  his  absurd  Christian  faith, 
and  neyer  abjure  it.’ 

‘ Wretch  !’  hissed  the  hitherto  unmoyed 
Ushrufi’  Ali,  seeing  how  helpless  he  was  to 
suppress  these  dangerous  reyelations,  and 
fearing  that  the  worst  of  them  had  not  yet 
been  made. 

‘ ’Tis  true,’  continued  Azeez,  knowing  he 
had  now  nothing  to  fear  from  his  former 
oppressor.  ‘Were  I actually  within  the 
shadow  of  death,  I would  swear  it  to  be  the 
absolute  fact.’ 

‘Very  good.  Now,  you  haye  stated  how 
it  was  you  were  instructed  to  assassinate 
Stanhope  Sahib  in  his  cell,  haye  you  not  V 
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‘ Hah,  Moonshi,  I was  obliged  in  self- 
defence  to  attempt  his  life !’  gasped  out  Azeez 
with  eagerness.  ‘ It  was  the  last  thins:  I 
myself  should  have  desired,  for  I had  no 
quarrel  with  the  sahib.  On  the  contrary,  he 
was  ever  kind  to  me,  forgiving  all  the  injury 
that,  as  his  gaoler,  I had  had  to  inflict  on 
him.' 

‘ Liar  !'  muttered  Ushruff  Ali,  seeing  the 
black  glances  that  fell  upon  him  from  those 
around,  and  feeling  how  serious  matters 
began  to  look. 

His  former  creature  stared  at  him  con- 
temptuously. 

‘ I spoke  before  God  then,  and  I speak 
before  Him  now,’  went  on  the  gaoler.  ‘ The 
Sirdar  having  just  died,  the  Meer  Sahib  had 
taken  his  place  at  the  castle,  where  he  gave 
me  the  order  most  distinctly,  with  his  own 
lips,  to  kill  the  sahib.’ 

‘ Yillain  !'  murmured  the  accused,  glaring 
at  the  witness  with  a menacing  frown  through 
his  glasses. 

* ‘‘  And  let  there  be  no  mistake,’'  he  said  to 
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me,  “ for  Stanhope  Sahib  has  stood  in  my 
way  too  often  to  be  forgiven.  Do  it,  there- 
fore, with  your  own  trusty  knife — give  him  a 
foot  or  so  of  that,  and  he  won’t  trouble  me 
again. 

Ushrulf  Ali  made  a sudden  move  as  though 
he  would  reach  out  at  his  accuser,  but,  being 
instantly  restrained  by  the  guard,  was  com- 
pelled to  threaten  him  by  looks  alone.  Nor 
was  his  patience  to  be  tried  much  longer,  for 

Colonel  Cresswell’s  course  was  sufiicientlv 

•/ 

clear,  and  next  minute  he  announced  it  in  a 
few  words. 

‘ It  only  remains  for  me,’  he  said,  ‘ without 
expressing  the  slightest  opinion  one  way  or 
the  other,  to  send  this  case  before  the  court- 
martial  which  is  to  assemble  to-morrow  to 
try  all  those  concerned  in  this  revolt.’ 

‘ The  witnesses  must,  every  man  of  them, 
be  present,’  continued  Heera  Lall ; ^ and  in 
this  case  Captain  Stanhope,  if  he  is  well 
enough  to  attend.  Lieutenant  Dashwood, 
and  tlie  gaoler  Azeez,  are  the  principal 
ones.’ 
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The  last-named  salaamed  low  in  token  of 
acquiescence. 

‘ You,  prisoner,  will  bring  forward  all  the 
testimony  in  your  favour  that  you  can,’  ob- 
served the  Moonshi  in  the  calmest  of  tones, 
beneath  which  a touch  of  sarcasm  might  be 
traced,  ‘ and  will  be  allowed  sufficient  time 
to  prepare  your  defence.’ 

‘ Inshallah,  that  is  kind  of  you  !’  retorted 
the  fallen  secretary  with  bitterness.  * You 
have  turned  the  tables  on  me  this  time  with 
a vengeance,  Moonshi,  and  I can  see  that  for 
some  reason  I have  been  deserted  by  Allah, 
to  whom,  nevertheless,  be  all  praise  and 
prayer.’ 

Much  of  this  sentence,  spoken  in  a low 
tone,  was  intended  only  for  Heera  Tail’s  own 
ear. 

‘ Aha  !’  exclaimed  the  latter,  noticing  the 
look  of  intense  hatred  directed  at  him  through 
Ushruff  Ali  s spectacles.  ‘ You  dare  still  call 
upon  your  God  to  help  you  ? Well,  you  have 
played  for  a great  stake,  you  and  your  master, 
and  it  seems  to  me  you  have  lost.’ 
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‘ Perhaps,  for  the  moment,’  returned  the 
other  with  assurance ; ‘ but  this  I can  tell 
you  for  certain  : the  Afghan  people  will  never 
acknowledge  the  Sudozye  dynasty,  and  even 
already  I can  discern  the  shadow  of  death 
falling  upon  the  page  of  its  destiny.’ 

But  the  Colonel  had  risen,  the  immediate 
business  of  the  morning  having  been  trans- 
acted, and  Ushruff  Ali  was  carried  off  with 
the  other  prisoners  to  await  his  trial  on  the 


morrow. 
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CHAPTEH  XXII. 

THE  LAST  HIDE — AND  AFTER. 

Many  weeks  had  elapsed  since  the  capture 
by  Colonel  Cresswell’s  little  force  of  the 
castle  of  Ghilzan,  and  still  it  was  held  by  the 
English  in  the  name  of  the  Sudozye  King  ; 
yet  rumours  of  continued  misfortunes  and 
massacres  were  constantly  being  received 
from  Caubul,  and  the  anxiety  and  evil  fore- 
bodings of  the  garrison  increased  rather  than 
the  contrary  as  time  went  on.  It  was  per- 
fectly true  that,  by  the  execution  of  Meer 
Ushruff  Ali  and  the  more  prominent  of  the 
local  leaders,  the  valley  itself  had  been 
secured  in  peace,  while  on  the  surface  hardly 
a ruffle  was  perceptible  ; but,  first,  the  terrible 
news  of  the  Envoy’s  murder  at  Caubul  shook 
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everyone’s  equanimity,  and  then  the  miserable 
accounts  of  the  sufferings  and  the  slaughter 
of  the  British  Army  on  its  ill-starred  retreat 
through  the  snowy,  blood-stained  defiles  of 
Koord-Caubul,  the  Haft-Kotul,  and  Jug- 
dulluck,  confirmed  the  opinion  that  the 
Afghan  people  had  taken  into  their  own 
hands  the  choice  of  their  rulers,  and  that 
those  rulers  would  not  be  of  the  family  of 
the  discredited  Sudozyes. 

After  this  ensued  another  long  interval, 
during  which  the  only  external  tidings  that 
reached  Ghilzan  were  to  the  effect  that 
General  Pollock  had  forced  the  Khyber  Pass, 
and  was  expected  soon  to  reach  Jellalabad. 

Late  on  the  evening  of  the  day  that  brought 
this  stirring  news,  Dashwood  dismounted 
hurriedly  at  the  Cresswells’  door. 

‘ I must  say  good-bye,  darling,’  he  exclaimed 
to  Ethel  as  he  entered  the  room,  ‘ and  you 
know  the  reason,  I expect.’ 

‘ No,  Robert.  What  do  you  mean  ?’  she 
asked  wonderingly. 

‘Well,  General  Pollock  is  advancing,  and 
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it  is  thought  we  must  communicate  with 
him.’ 

‘ Yes  ?’  said  the  girl,  beginning  to  guess 
what  he  was  pointing  at. 

‘ It’s  highly  desirable  some  man  should 
carry  our  despatches  who  is  well  acquainted 
with  the  country,  and,  as  one  who  has  ridden 
more  than  once  over  it,  I have  been  chosen 
for  the  duty.’ 

Some  time  ago  such  an  announcement  as 
this  would  have  taken  the  girl’s  breath  away, 
and  even  now  the  paleness  that  came  over 
her  showed  what  an  effort  it  was  to  her  to 
preserve  her  calmness  ; yet  she  succeeded 
wonderfully,  however  impossible  it  might  be 
to  conceal  altogether  her  terrible  anxiety. 

‘ Oh,  Hobert,’  she  murmured,  ‘ my  father 
had  not  told  me  this.’ 

‘ No,  dearest ; it  has  only  just  been  decided 
by  the  council  of  war,  and  I have  hastened 
to  break  it  to  you  myself.’ 

Then  he  took  her  in  his  arms,  trying  to 
soothe  her  fears  and  to  inspire  her  with  some 
of  the  generous  bravery  by  which  he  himself 
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was  moved.  Nor  in  this  was  he  entirely  un- 
successful, for  presently,  smiling  back  at  him 
as  best  she  might,  Ethel  in  a few  words  gave 
him  her  full  approval. 

‘ Go  ! It  is  right  you  should  devote  your- 
self to  this  duty,’  she  agreed,  speaking  in 
a low,  determined  manner,  and  evidently 
putting  great  control  on  her  voice.  ‘ I shall 
not  say  you  nay  for  an  instant.’ 

‘ Thank  you,  darling,  for  that ; it  makes  it 
so  much  easier,  Ethel,  for  me.  And  now  I 
know,  at  last,  you  are  really  and  truly  the 
brave  English  girl  I have  always  felt  certain 
your  father’s  daughter  must  be.’ 

She  buried  her  face  against  him,  not  saying 
a single  word. 

‘ It  is  quite  possible,’  he  went  on,  striving 
to  maintain  his  cheerful  tone,  ‘ I may  have 
the  chance  of  being  of  considerable  service  to 
the  General,  for  it  seems  we  here  are  a source 
of  great  anxiety  to  him,  and  probably  I shall 
be  able  to  set  his  mind  at  rest  on  many  im- 
portant points.’ 

^ I see,’  said  Ethel,  looking  up  through  her 
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tears  ; ‘ I can  understand  a good  deal  how  it 
must  be/ 

‘ And  then  the  pleasure  of  meeting  you 
all  again  will  be  so  delicious,  darling,  and  of 
putting  an  end  to  our  false  position  here — 
for  we  all  feel  it  is  a false  position,  and  yet 
it  has  been  our  absolute  duty  hitherto  to 
maintain  it/ 

‘ Ah  ! you  mean  we  shall  have  to  leave 
Ghilzan — to  quit  this  inhospitable  region,  and 
give  up  their  wilderness  of  rocks  and  passes 
to  the  Afghans?’ 

‘ Yes  ; that’s  what  I believe  the  orders  are,’ 
he  assented,  ‘ and  you  interpret  them  very 
accurately.  ’ 

‘ I’ve  so  often  heard  my  father  express  this 
very  opinion,’  went  on  Ethel,  ‘ that  it  seems 
quite  familiar  to  me.  He  never  would  have 
advised  our  interference  in  the  internal 
affairs  of  the  country,  and  always  says  he 
cannot  wonder  at  the  people  resenting  it.’ 

‘ Well,  darling,  your  father  is  a soldier,  and, 
of  course,  his  ideas  on  the  political  question 
don’t  count.’ 
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Ethel  smiled  faintly. 

‘ And  yet,’  continued  her  lover,  glad  to 
draw  off  her  attention  to  this  side-issue,  ‘ I 
cannot  but  think  them  more  sensible  than 
those  of  many  who  are  reckoned  better 
judges.’ 

‘ Halloa  !’  cried  the  Colonel,  his  tall  figure 
looming  in  the  doorway ; ‘ what’s  going  on 
here  ? Ah  ! I see.  You  are  tellinof  Ethel  of 
your  mission,  Robert.  Well,  she  will  have  to 
spare  you  for  a time.’ 

^ That’s  it,  sir  ; and  you  will  find  her  as 
plucky  about  it  as  even  you  could  wish,  I 
think.’ 

Dashwood  looked  significantly  at  the  girl 
as  he  spoke,  nor  did  she  belie  his  words— at 
any  rate,  outwardly. 

‘ It’s  a grand  thing  for  Robert,’  she  acknow- 
ledged in  a gentle  tone,  ‘ to  be  chosen  for  this 
service  ; and,  of  course,  it  is  your  wish  he 
should  undertake  it,  father  dear  ?’ 

‘ Certainly,  my  child — certainly,’  responded 
the  Colonel  shortly.  ‘ It’s  important  the 
mission  should  be  carried  out  quickly  and 
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thoroughly,  and  Eobert  can  do  it  better  than 
anyone  else.’ 

The  young  couple  both  showed  by  their 
faces  the  pleasure  they  felt  at  this  compli- 
ment ; but  Colonel  Cresswell  added  a few 

more  cheering  words  : 

‘ In  addition,  it  will  bring  him  prominently 
to  the  knowledge  of  the  General,  and  so  can- 
not fail  to  help  him  on  in  his  career. 

‘ May  I come  in  ?’  cried  a voice,  which  they 
all  recognized  as  Arthur  Stanhope  s.  I 
guessed  I should  find  Dashwood  here,  and 
when  you  have  signed  these  despatches, 
Colonel,  they  are  all  ready  for  him  to  start 

with.’ 

He  spoke  with  cheerfulness  and  decision, 
showing  how  satisfactory  had  been  his  re- 
covery from  the  severe  trials  he  had  passed 

through. 

‘ All  right,’  replied  Dashwood  cheerfully  ; 
‘ I shall  be  off  long  before  light,  and  must 
now  just  get  a few  necessaries  together.’ 

‘ Can  we  help  you  in  any  way,  Eobert  ? 
demanded  Mrs.  Cresswell,  appearing  suddenly 
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from  an  inner  room.  ‘ Ethel,  just  run  and 
fetch  a flask  of  your  father’s  best  brandy — 
real  good  stuff,  that  might  be  most  useful  at 
a critical  moment,  you  know  1’ 

The  girl  flew  to  fulfil  this  sensible  sugges- 
tion, and  within  five  minutes  the  young 
officer  was  entirely  furnished  with  all  he 
required,  had  concealed  in  a safe  place  on 
his  person  the  despatches  with  which  he 
had  been  intrusted,  and  stood  ready  to 
depart. 

Then  came  the  last  words — the  last  hand- 
shakings— the  last,  absolutely  the  last,  kiss — 
and  he  was  gone,  lost  in  the  gloom  and  dark- 
ness of  the  night. 

^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

In  due  time  the  famous  ride  of  Robert 
Dashwood  bore  fruit,  and  long  ere  the 
avenging  armies  of  Pollock  and  of  Nott 
quitted  the  mountains  and  passes  of  Afghan- 
istan, the  brave  band  of  Colonel  Cressw^ell’s 
followers  had  left  behind  it  for  ever  the 
castle  and  valley  of  Ghilzan,  where  so  much 
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of  its  best  blood  and  noblest  devotion  had 
been  expended. 

It  was  on  the  morning  of  the  day  that  was 
to  see,  at  the  most  northern  English  church 
in  the  provinces  of  India,  the  marriage  of 
Major  Eobert  Dashwood,  promoted  for  his 
gallantry,  to  the  girl  whose  heart  he  had  won 
during  the  long  period  of  trial  and  adventure 
they  had  passed  through  together,  that 
Colonel  Cresswell,  standing  in  the  verandah 
of  his  bungalow,  scanned  ihis  English  papers 
with  more  than  usual  interest. 

‘ Why,  bless  my  soul.  Stanhope  !’  he  cried, 
as  that  officer  happened  to  ride  up  ; ‘they 
have  at  last  done  you  something  like  justice 
at  home,  though  not,  indeed,  more  than  you 
fully  deserve.’ 

‘ Eeally,  Colonel,  what  do  you  mean  V 
asked  Arthur  in  some  surprise.  ‘ Eve  not 
been  round  yet  to  receive  my  dak.’ 

‘ Well,  here’s  this  in  the  Gazette  which 
caught  my  eye  in  a moment  ; ’ and  he  read 
the  following  announcement  : 
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‘ “ In  recognition  of  his  services  in  Afghan- 
istan, to  be  an  Ordinary  Member  of  the 
Military  Division  of  the  Second  Class,  or 
Knights  Commanders  of  the  Most  Honour- 
able Order  of  the  Bath  — Captain,  now 
Brevet-Major,  Arthur  Stanhope,  late  Political 
Agent  at  Ghilzan. 

‘ Extraordinary  indeed !’  cried  the  aston- 
ished Arthur.  ' I never  thought — that  is,  I 
had  no  idea ’ 

‘ No,  of  course  not,’  interrupted  the  Colonel 
kindly,  ‘ because  your  modesty  is  on  a par 
with  all  your  other  good  qualities  ; but,  my 
dear  fellow,  I should  have  been  vexed, 
terribly  vexed,  had  not  some  such  reward  as 
this  been  bestowed  upon  you,  and  that  too 
with  the  least  possible  delay.’ 

The  younger  man  still  seeming  somewhat 
puzzled,  the  Colonel  continued  : 

‘ Naturally  I have  had  to  report  fully  on 
all  that  has  lately  occurred,  and  your  share 
in  it,  your  seizure  and  sufferings,  your  resolute 
and  heroic  bearing,  have  constituted  no  small 
item  in  my  story  ; so  the  compliment  is  as 
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much  mine  as  yours,  and  the  pleasure  it 
confers  is  felt  by  me  quite  as  deeply  as  it  can 
possibly  be  by  you  yourself’ 

He  held  out  his  hand,  which  was  eagerly 
grasped  by  the  new  Knight. 

‘ I know  not  how  to  thank  you  sufficiently, 
Colonel,  being  quite  unworthy  of  such  an 
honour,  and  feeling  it  ought  to  have  been 
bestowed  on  others  rather — far  rather — than 
on  me.’ 

‘ Nonsense,  Stanhope,  nonsense  !’  cried  his 
friend  good-humouredly,  for  he  saw  what  was 
in  the  other’s  mind.  ‘ You  bore  the  brunt  in 
your  own  person  of  the  terrible  cruelty  of 
our  Afghan  enemies,  and,  without  flinching, 
underwent  a trial  and  withstood  a test  the 
very  thought  of  which  makes  the  bravest 
among  us  shudder ; why  shrink,  then,  from 
your  legitimate  reward  ? It  will  help  you  on 
your  way  to  preferment  in  the  career  you 
have  adopted,  and,  indeed,  such  distinctions 
are  real  honours  only  when  they  have  been 
won  so  worthily,  and  may  be  worn  so  proudly, 
as  yours.’ 
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A rustling  of  dresses  interrupted  Colonel 
Cresswell  at  this  point,  and  his  wife  and 
daughter  appeared  from  the  inner  rooms ; 
then,  seeing  the  two  officers  engaged  in  dis- 
cussing a matter  of  importance,  the  ladies 
came  to  a stop. 

‘ There’s  nothing  wrong,  Charles,  is  there,’ 
ventured  Mrs.  Cresswell,  as  her  husband’s 
eye  lighted  on  her,  ‘ that  engrosses  you  and 
Captain  Stanhope  so  entirely  just  as  we 
ought  to  be — well,  thinking  of  other  things, 
you  know  ?’ 

‘ No,  Elizabeth,  certainly  not,’  was  the 
ready  reply.  ‘ On  the  contrary,  everything 
is  right,  particularly  as  regards  our  friend 
here.  Let  me  present  to  you  ^Major  Sir 
Arthur  Stanhope,  K.C.B.,the  newest  created 
Knight,  who  I’m  certain  will  have  your 
warmest  congratulations  on  his  well-deserved 
decoration.’ 

To  say  that  Mrs.  Cresswell  was  startled, 
and  even  for  the  moment  confused,  is  need- 
less ; nor  is  it  necessary  to  recount  all  the 
compliments  that  she  and  Ethel  presently 
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paid  the  delighted  Arthur,  or  the  warmth 
with  which,  during  that  never-to-be-forgotten 
day,  his  friends  of  every  degree  offered  him 
their  heartfelt  congratulations  and  kindly 
wishes. 

And  yet,  at  the  moment  when  he  witnessed 
the  completion  of  the  ceremony  which  had 
joined  together  Robert  and  Ethel  Dash  wood 
as  man  and  wife,  was  it  possible  that  no  love 
for  this  girl  lingered  still  in  the  recesses  of 
his  breast  ? — that  for  her  he  would  not  even 
now,  had  it  been  within  his  choice,  have 
given  up  honours  and  preferment  and  all  the 
many  good  things  that  seemed  tumbling  into 
his  lap  ? 

Who  knows  ? At  any  rate,  Arthur  Stan- 
hope was  not  the  man  to  dwell  on  such 
thoughts  and  reminiscences,  nor  could  anyone 
have  gathered,  from  his  happy  manner  of 
proposing  the  toast  of  the  bride  and  bride- 
groom, what  an  iron  control  he  was  at  that 
moment  exercising  over  the  inmost  chords  of 
his  heart.  Mrs.  Cresswell  especially  was 
delighted  with  his  speech,  and,  of  all  the 
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happy  party  assembled  at  her  house,  none 
looked  more  radiant  and  satisfied  than  the 
mother  of  the  bride,  as  she  remarked  in  an 
undertone  to  her  old  friend  Colonel  Curtis,  of 
the  cavalry  : 

‘ You  see,  there  is  now  absolutely  nothing 
to  regret,  for,  after  all,  Ethel,  being  a really 
good  girl,  has  not  so  far  forgotten  herself  as 
to  marry  a subaltern.’ 


THE  END. 


G.,  C.  d-  Co. 


BILLINO  ANP  SONS,  PRINTERS,  GUILDFORD. 
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